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Chapter One 


| was pleased to hear that, due to inclement weather, my 
flight was delayed. 


For some people, the prospect of spending the holidays 
marooned in a plastic chair 


with rigid arms in a vacant hallway of vending machines in a 
regional airport with one toilet 


sounds like a nightmare. But for me it was a very reasonable 
-- one might say even attractive 


-- alternative to enduring Hanukkah with my parents. 


Before I’m judged too harshly, it is important to point out 
that my parents, Leonard and 


Helene Levinson, while decent, law-abiding folk who have 
never murdered or even skimped 


on their taxes, are surprisingly terrifying human beings. 
Especially when you are their only 


son. 


| love my parents. I’m grateful that they raised me. | just 
wish they would stop raising 


me and let me get on with my own life. 


| had successfully avoided my folks for four years. | moved 
to Seattle specifically to be 


as far away from them as the continental United States 
would accommodate. | concocted 


excuses every year not to return home to Connecticut. But 
the long arm of guilt stretched 


across the country and stoutly slapped my face. My mother 
muttered of various polyps and 
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varicosities. My father was surely inhaling his last breath. | 
had to come home, | was their 


only child. 
And so | agreed, but mostly because | had another reason. 


| had turned thirty that November, and | figured it was time 
to put an end to the 


forwarded JDate personals and curtail the habitual 
haranguing regarding so-and-so’s 


beautiful unmarried or recently divorced daughter and the 
chronic reminders that my child- 


rearing days were sunsetting. 
| had to break it to my parents that | was gay. 


And not only gay; | actually made money being a gay fiction 
writer. 


All they knew was that | wrote. They thought | was 
unsuccessful. How could | tell 


them my last novel, Nautilus, won a Lambda award and was 
a bestseller available through 


their local gay bookstore? 
Did Hartford even have a local gay bookstore? 
Was | really going to do this? 


Well, the delayed flight gave me a respite. | settled into a 
molded plastic chair, bent my 


neck at an unreasonable angle in an attempt to “rest” my 
head on my shoulder, and closed 


my eyes. Problem solved. No large family scene, no sighing 
over the now lost theoretical 


grandchildren, no rows about the fact that | would not be 
passing on the family traits (heart 


disease, geographic tongue, a knack for finance, and high 
blood pressure). 


To my dismay, the damned airline efficiently found me a 
replacement flight, and 


before long | shuffled onto a touch and go, turbulence-prone 
commuter flight, then another, 


and another, until | arrived in Hartford much worse for wear 
and unprepared for the 


fourteen inches of snow that had fallen since morning. 


My bag was missing. This wasn’t as much a Surprise as an 
inevitability, given the flurry 


of last-minute airline transfers. This meant | would be living 
the next twenty-four hours out 


of my carry-on. All my presents were in my checked 
luggage, along with my clothes, my 
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razor, and, I’m pretty sure, my balls. Because the second 
my feet stepped out onto the frigid 


landscape of New England, | felt like an insecure teenage 
boy again. 


Other than my carry-on, the only item | had with me was a 
small but heavy vinyl 


suitcase stuffed full of copies of my books, including my 
latest bestseller, which my agent 


forced me to schlep across the country for a book signing in 
Bridgeport. Upon landing, the 


first message | received on my cell phone was that the book 
Signing was canceled, due to 


SNOW. 


Now all I had to give my family for Hanukkah was twenty 
copies of Nautilus. 


| sniffled in the frigid air and braced myself. Against all odds, 
| was here. The world 


outside Bradley International Airport turned the color of 
bone. Everything merged in a 


blurry flurry of snow. | knew the weather was particularly 
treacherous when I saw even 


taxies driving slowly. 


| looked around for my parent’s beige Lincoln Town Car, but 
could not see it. 


There was no way they forgot | was coming. I’d called them 
from my last transfer and 


they said they would pick me up. 
“Jonah.” 
| turned, and my expression -- my entire ego -- sank. 


Standing before me -- towering over me, actually -- was 
Ethan Rosenberg, looking 


attractive, wealthy, successful, and smug. 


Excuse me. Dr. Ethan Rosenberg, the acclaimed physician, 
son of my mother’s mah- 


jongg partner, kid | grew up living next door to. The boy who 
tormented me in high school. 


The crush | had that could never be expressed. Damn him. 
Damn, damn, damn. Mr. Perfect 


himself was at the airport. 


Ethan had a boyish handsomeness that only improved the 
more he aged. His light 


brown hair ruffled in the breeze. His hazel eyes sparkled 
with amusement. He was tall, did | 


mention that? His clothes broadcast the number of digits in 
his bank account. His tweed scarf 
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matched his leather boots. The REI tag was legible on his 
warm-looking gloves. | had a 


sudden, overwhelming urge to stick my hands inside of 
them and feel Ethan’s heat. 


Or just heat, really. 


“Hi, Ethan,” | said, teeth chattering, squinting through the 
whiteout of snow for my 


parents. “And here | thought the chill in the air was just the 
blizzard.” 


Ethan smirked. “Nice to see you again.” 


“Picking up a relative?” | said casually, hoping he didn’t 
notice me checking out his 


arms, which looked sculpted even through layers of wool 
and down. “I’m surprised you 


didn’t call a limo service. | heard you make millions now.” 
“That’s an exaggeration,” Ethan said. 


“Oh? My mother still Keeps me posted. | get all your 
newspaper clippings. 


Congratulations on finding your lost cat last month, by the 
way.” 


Ethan frowned. 


| realized | was running off at the mouth, as usual. Always so 
attractive when coupled 


with uncontrollable teeth chattering. 


“So who are you here to pick up?” I said, attempting a 
semblance of civility. 


“You, actually.” Ethan lifted an eyebrow at my bag. “Where’s 
the rest of your luggage?” 


“En route to Zanzibar.” | narrowed my eyes. “Where’s my 
dad?” 


“He’s back at the house, but didn’t want to drive in the 
snow so | volunteered to get 


you.” Ethan was already walking toward his car. He 
effortlessly plucked the suitcase full of 


books from my hand. “Let me get that for you.” 


| yanked it back, masculine pride rising up in me. “I can 
carry it fine, thank you.” 


Ethan shrugged. “Suit yourself.” 


| slipped and stumbled through the snow as | followed him 
toward the parking lot. 


How did he walk so unerringly on ice? Maybe he was a 
secret visitor from some cold 
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intergalactic planet. He certainly couldn’t be human. There 
was no way his hair could always 


be mussed in such symmetry without the influence of 
Superpowers. 


Why did Ethan have to be here? For that matter, why was he 
here anyway? 


“Why were you at my parents’ house?” | asked belatedly. | 
slipped on a patch of ice and 


Ethan’s hand shot out, grabbing my elbow, steadying me. 
He smiled. “I’m staying at their house over the holidays.” 
| felt my throat go dry. “Why?” | croaked. 


Ethan let go of my arm. “My dad’s in the hospice unit. | 
came home to see how he’s 


doing, and your mother offered to let me stay with them for 
a few days.” 


| almost asked about his mother, and then remembered 
another clipping, earlier this 


year, announcing her funeral. 


So Ethan had lost his mother. And unless “hospice” was a 
fancy new term for “recovery 


ward,” it sounded like he was about to become an orphan. 
Even if he tormented me in high 


school | couldn’t help but feel sympathy. 


“I’m sorry,” | mumbled. “About your mom. And your dad.” 


“It’s okay. He’s pretty out of it. At least he isn’t in a lot of 
pain.” 


We reached his car. It was a massive SUV, the kind that my 
people in Seattle would 


denounce, and | wanted to hate him for it, but then | 
realized, it probably handled well in 


snow and | should be grateful. 


“All the rental company had, unfortunately,” Ethan said, as if 
reading my mind. 


“Rental car?” | fumbled with the frozen door handle. “You 
don’t live here anymore, 


then?” 


“| moved to Seattle,” he said, and | felt like | had been 
sucker punched. 


No. 
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One beautiful part of living in Seattle was the fact that my 
upbringing and my adult life 


could never intertwine. Seattle was for the adult Jonah 
Levinson, the confident, openly 


homosexual, successful writer who had friends and a great 
apartment overlooking Lake 


Washington and a kayaking obsession. 


Dr. Ethan Rosenberg belonged to the Connecticut version of 
Jonah Levinson, a person 


full of self-doubt and guilt and incomprehensible urges, 
unnaturally focused on the one boy 


who showed him up and humiliated him. Ethan himself. 


| fumbled at the parking gate for my wallet but Ethan was 
way ahead of me. He paid 


the attendant and gave her one of his customary flirtatious 
winks. 


“PIL get you back for that,” | told him. 


“Don’t worry about it. It’s really good to see you again.” 
Ethan shot me a dashing smile 


and then appropriately turned his attention to the blizzard 
enveloping us. 


It’s really good to see you again. 
Did he mean it? How could he mean it? 


We ran into each other around the holidays when | returned 
to Hartford. Our parents 


had been friends since before we were born, and we shared 
two high school buddies in 


common who still lived in the area. We had even found 
ourselves at the same house parties 


on occasion. 


| would watch him from afar, pointlessly torn between desire 
and a seething hatred. 


After all, Ethan was the only guy from my neighborhood who 
had played on the intramural 


soccer team. He was the basketball team captain, the guy 
who girls swooned after, who was 


Homecoming King, who had perfect grades, who got into 
Harvard Medical School, who 


worked at a homeless shelter on weekends, delivered the 
paper every morning, was an 


apprentice cantor at the synagogue, who fixed my mother’s 
sink and rototilled her garden 


every year. 
He also won the state spelling bee in sixth grade. 
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His mother loved him and talked about him incessantly. And 
because his mother and 


my mother spent every waking moment together when | 
was growing up, my mother ended 


up constantly rehashing the pro-Ethan monologue. 


“Why can’t you get a summer job at the synagogue?” my 
mother would demand. 


“Rabbi Oblat told Ethan that he can clean up after shul and 
make a little extra money.” 


Or, “Ethan got a scholarship to Harvard, Jonah. Maybe you 
should consider getting a 


scholarship to Harvard.” 


As if the only thing between me and a scholarship to 
Harvard was sheer will. 


So | resented him for being everything | wasn’t -- beautiful, 
talented, popular. His 


parents took pride in him. Which was more than could be 
said for my own parents, and 


understandably so. 


In high school | was awkward, all limbs. | did poorly in team 
sports and | was almost 


cripplingly shy. And as | would walk home, | would see Ethan 
with his friends, confident 


and laughing and beautiful, and | wanted him, | wanted him 
almost as much as | disliked 


him. 


Even now, he made me nervous. He smelled so good. He 
looked so handsome. He had 


such easy confidence about himself. Even in a blizzard he 
drove one-handed. 


| asked him to pull over at a convenience store. Inside | 
bought myself a pack of 


cigarettes and a lighter to replace the one airport security 
had taken from me. Ethan raised 


an eyebrow as | stuffed the pack into my inside coat pocket, 
but didn’t say anything. He 


turned back onto the snowy highway. 
“When did you move to Seattle?” | asked. 


“Last month,” he said. “I still don’t know my way around 
very well. I’m hoping you can 


take me to a few good restaurants.” 


Take him, as opposed to tell him about? Interesting choice of 
words. 


| gulped. “Why’d you move? Can’t be for the weather.” 
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Ethan laughed. “People keep warning me about the weather 
but I tell you what: l'Il 


take three dreary weeks of rain over this.” He squinted into 
the blinding nothingness. 


“So why did you move then?” | asked. 


“Maybe I just wanted to see more of you.” Ethan flashed me 
another confusing smile, 


which sent a chill down my spine, and | shivered. 


Ethan, always the gentleman, turned up the heat. 


“| was offered a job,” Ethan said finally. “Northwest 
Gastroenterology needed a 


specialist in my field.” 
“Gastroenterology? You're a butt man?” 
“Yes. Yes | am.” He smiled. 


“I always wondered what makes a man choose a body 
specialty,” | mused. “I mean, did 


you decide that in med school? Did you suddenly say one 
day, ‘You know, | don’t care about 


arms or hearts. I’m really only interested in the colon.’ Is 
that what happened?” 


“Funny guy.” Ethan shook his head. 


“You've probably heard every single shit joke invented by 
mankind,” | said, realizing | 


was treading on well-worn comedic ground. 


“You'd be surprised. AS a species we have a real knack for 
inventing bathroom humor.” 


“Not just humans,” | pointed out. “Did you know 
chimpanzees crack up when they 


poop on each other?” 


“See, | learn such useful things when I’m with you.” Ethan 
laughed. 


| looked away, ashamed. I’d been sitting in the same car as 
Dr. Ethan Rosenberg for five 


minutes and already | had plummeted to poo jokes? With 
horror | realized | felt horror, 


which meant | was horribly nervous, which could only mean 
one horrible thing; | still had a 


crush on him. | forced the thought from my mind. | 
remembered the wise guru who once 


said, “Turn your love into loathing.” That’s right. Loathe 
Ethan. So much easier on the ego. 
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“I like medicine,” Ethan said. It took me a moment to realize 
he was picking up our 


former conversation and not just randomly stating 
preferences. 


“Why?” | asked, trying to focus my loathing. 


Ethan shrugged. “I like helping people. There are some 
fascinating diseases that affect 


the digestive tract. I’ve found a real niche in the study of 
unusual manifestations of 


diverticulitis.” 


| looked at Ethan’s face. How did he shave so close to the 
skin? Did he have one of 


those razors with fourteen blades? Why did he always smell 
like the forest, all fresh and 


outdoorsman-like? 


Ethan glanced over again and caught me staring. | quickly 
darted my eyes away. 


“Come on, admit it,” | said with a nervous chuckle. “You just 
want to look at sexy asses 


all day.” 


“When people come to me, sexy is not really a term to be 
applied.” He smirked. “But 


I’ve learned how to admire a good ass.” 


“How relieving to know the future of medicine is in your 
hands.” 


“You, for example, have a great ass.” 


| choked on my response. | stared out the front window at 
the blinding nothingness, 


feeling my face turn bright red. 
Damn, damn, damn... 


| didn’t dare look over at Ethan, in case he saw how 
flustered | was. 


Was that a come-on? Or was he just teasing me? 


Twelve years ago, when we were both eighteen, Ethan 
called me a fag in the locker 


room after gym class. | can still remember the rage, the 
shame, and the heartbreak at the way 


he had laughed. And when my face grew bright red back 
then, when I reacted so badly, 


stuttering, saying it wasn’t true, he and his friends only 
laughed harder. 
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It was one of the worst moments of my life. 


That and getting beaten up by the basketball team for the 
next two months. 


Hartford’s skyline blurred past the car. | stared out the 
window, swallowing my anger. 


| was certain he mocked me. He had unearthed my secret 
years ago and was still looking for 


chances to deride me for it. 

“Jonah?” He appeared concerned. “You okay?” 
“Yeah, fine.” 

“You looked a little sick for a second,” Ethan said. 


| stared out the window. Cars drove alongside us in a slow, 
silent jam to the suburbs. 


“How’s your writing going?” he asked. 


| shrugged. | promised myself | wasn’t going to lie on this 
trip, not to my parents, not 


to anyone. But that didn’t mean | had to spout out the truth 
either. 


“I’m working on a new novel,” | said. 


“That’s great!” Ethan said enthusiastically. “What’s it 
about?” 


“It’s about this asshole doctor who pries into everyone’s 
business.” 


Ethan shut his mouth and turned on the radio. 


Needless to say, the rest of the drive to my parents’ 
suburban house was tense and 


uncomfortable. | couldn’t figure out why Ethan was trying to 
be nice. | didn’t trust him. 


Why should I? 


As the rented SUV fishtailed into the snow covering my 
parents’ drive, though, | 


realized | preferred his stilted, awkward company to what 
awaited me indoors. | made no 


move to get out of the passenger seat. 


Ethan stepped out of the car and frowned at the snow, 
coming down hard, showing no 


sign of relenting. 
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Ethan walked around the front of the car and then raised an 
eyebrow at me. He opened 


the passenger door. “Are you coming in?” 
“You go, have fun. l'Il sleep here.” 
“I'll have more fun if you sleep there. With me.” 


“What?” | stared at him. What the hell was this? Was he... 
flirting? If so, he was 


terrible at it. 


Ethan gave me a crooked grin. “Come on, be brave. It’s only 
your parents.” 


| sighed. “Okay.” | started to climb out 

“And your Aunt Goldie, and her son Matthew.” 
“No.” | crawled back in the car. 

“And your Uncle Al, and his two kids.” 

“Please tell me you’re lying.” 


“No.” Ethan laughed and grabbed my extra bag. “You can 
see why I’m glad you’re 


here.” He hustled through the snow to the door. 
And |, as always, followed in his shadow. 
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Chapter Two 


“Jonah!” 
| was immediately thronged by relatives. 


| stepped out from the cold and into a bustle of hands and 
hugs and hairy-lipped kisses. 


Aunt Goldie had bent in her old age and she now had a 
hunchback, standing at an impressive 


four-feet-six in height, her eyes barely discernable under the 
wrinkles. 


“Hello, Jonah dear,” she rasped, sounding like a man who 
smoked two packs a day. 


“Hag Sameach.” 


“Hag Sameach,” | said back to her. Aunt Goldie taught me 
all fifteen words | knew of 


actual Hebrew. | liked her, even though she was going 
senile. 


As she inquired after my journey and my health, | saw Ethan 
sneak off, the lucky 


bastard. He smiled fondly at my mother and helped her 
bring dishes out to the table, which 


was already set. 


My mother had this amazing book, Jewish Home Beautiful, 
that came with black-and- 


white photographs of how every Jewish holiday table should 
be set. Her own table could 


have been taken right out of that book. This was not an 
example. This was as firm as Jewish 


law. Every single doily was in the right place. 
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My parent’s suburban home was large, but hadn’t been 
updated since the seventies. 


The walls were muted brown, the carpet an off shade of 
orange, and everything smelled a 


little like old dog, even though their last shih tzu had died 
right after | left for college. The 


windows were covered in condensation from so many hot 
bodies in the room, contrasting 


with the frigid temperatures outside. 


“Hello, Mother,” | said, dropping my suitcase of books and 
giving her a hug. Her 


shoulders felt smaller to me, more fragile. She looked older, 
her face more wrinkled, but she 


still had beauty in her eyes, and her hair was tastefully piled 
on her head and adorned with 


the gold clasp that had fascinated me as a kid. 


She hugged me in return and then pulled back, frowning at 
my face. 


“You look thinner.” 
“Thanks.” 


“That’s not a compliment,” she warned. She shook her head 
and tsked. “We were all 


waiting for you.” 


“You shouldn’t have,” | told her. “I called from Chicago and 
told you my flight was 


canceled.” 
“We're all starving to death, waiting for you.” 
“Well, I’m sorry.” 


“And now there’s a terrible storm outside, with all the 
waiting.” 


“I’m sorry, Mother. l'Il go have a word with the weather 
office, make them see a little 


reason.” | grit my teeth. Ten seconds and | already resorted 
to sarcasm? 


“Aha, there he is!” 


My father smiled and shook my hand robustly. | didn’t think 
his gut could get rounder, 


but it was -- it was almost polished, shiny, like an egg. | was 
impressed, truth be told, how 


his little spindly legs could hold such a girth. 


My father clapped me on the back. “Did you vomit on the 
plane?” 
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| rolled my eyes. “I haven’t thrown up on a plane since | was 
eight, Dad.” 


Behind him, | could see Ethan trying and failing to stifle a 
smirk. 


“Oh boy! | remember how sick you used to get!” he said, 
laughing. 


“Dad...” 


My father smiled at my cousin Daniel. “One time Jonah 
puked all the way across the 


country. Seven hours of retching! He set off all the other 
passengers. They wanted to kick us 


off the plane at O’Hare!” 


“| get carsick,” my cousin Rachel informed me. She smiled 
sympathetically. 


| smiled back. Rachel had just turned eighteen, and was a 
shy, studious girl who said 


little at family gatherings. | noted she had put a lot of effort 
into curling her hair. Since her 


mother had died, | hadn’t spoken to her at all. | gave her a 
hug. 


“Good to see you again. You look pretty,” | said. 


Rachel’s older brother Daniel was twenty-five, a child from 
my uncle’s first marriage. 


Daniel and | used to play together as children, but after 
middle school we never really spent 


time together. 


“And you remember Matthew, don’t you?” my mother said, 
ushering me over to my 


Aunt Goldie’s only child. 


Matthew worked in an art museum in Boston, where he and 
my Aunt Goldie had lived 


for twenty years. | rarely saw them growing up. He was 
short but handsome in an affluent 


golfer kind of way. He had a beautiful smile and the dark 
brown hair of the rest of my 


family. He was a few years older than | was, but looked fit 
and healthy. He shook my hand 


with that forced strength that always made me wonder if 
something about my appearance 


made men think | was gay, and therefore they needed to 
reassert their masculinity. 


Lastly | embraced my thin Uncle Al. He had incredible, 
bushy eyebrows, striped black 


and silver like miniature skunks on his face. His crown was 
bald but curly gray tufts of hair 


exploded from the sides of his head like stuffing coming out 
of a ripped teddy bear. 
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“Hello, Jonah,” he said, patting my back. “Good to see you 
again.” 


“Good to see you too, Uncle Al,” | responded. | had no idea 
everyone would be here, 


and felt overwhelmed. 

Uncle Al reached into his breast pocket. 

“Here, Jonah. Have a pen.” 

The cheap, metallic blue pen said “Albert Levinson” on it. 
“Thanks, Uncle Al.” 

“Happy Hanukkah.” 

“Happy Hanukkah.” 


My mother bustled everyone to their seats at the table. 
“Come on now! It’s going to be 


dark soon! Jonah’s delayed us enough as it is. Sit down, sit 
down! Let’s eat already!” 


| stood there, still in my coat, my carry-on over my shoulder. 
Mother smiled at me. “Go 


on, put your bags in your room and wash your hands.” 
| slouched up the stairs toward my old bedroom. 


| opened the door and felt exhausted. My bed was rumpled 
and Ethan’s suitcase lay 


open on it. The fucker was sleeping in my bed. 


Apparently my bed was the inflatable air mattress on the 
floor, with a sleeping bag on 


top and one of the throw pillows from the couch for my 
head. 


“This can’t get any worse,” | told my room. 
My room laughed at me. 
Oh wait, no, that was Ethan, laughing behind me. 


“I'll help you unpack,” he said, sliding past me into the 
room. 


| threw my bags on the bed, not caring if he’d already called 
it. | flung off my coat 


sulkily. 


“You can have the bed if you want,” Ethan said quietly. “l 
don’t mind the air mattress.” 
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“Yeah? Well | don’t mind the air mattress either.” | tore at 
my carry-on backpack a 


little overzealously and ripped the zipper. 


“Take it easy,” Ethan said. He sat on the edge of the bed. 
“You're going to give yourself 


a heart attack if you keep tensing up like that.” 
“Good. At least I'll be dead.” 


A 


“No way. l'Il give you mouth-to-mouth and resuscitate you.’ 
Ethan smirked. “Want to 


practice?” 


| stared at him, wide-eyed. “What the hell are you talking 
about?” 


He blinked innocently. “What?” 


“What the...” | ran a hand over my face. “Fuck. I’m going to 
wash my face.” | grabbed 


my toothbrush from my carry on and left for the bathroom, 
hoping to calm down my 


desperately pounding heart. 


Ethan and | had exchanged mere greetings and gossip over 
the last twelve years. Why 


was he now so chummy? So...overt? 


| walked back into the bedroom just as Ethan unzipped my 
vinyl suitcase. | suddenly 


remembered what my other bag contained. 


“No...wait!” 


| slammed shut the suitcase, but it was too late. He had 
seen them, all twenty copies of 


Nautilus, the cover nothing but two bare-chested, bronzed, 
beefy men, expressions hidden in 


shadow, the name “J.D. Levinson” floating around their erect 
nipples. 


| froze, mortified. | could feel my face flame, my entire body 
shudder, wishing the floor 


would open up and swallow me whole. 


Ethan very deliberately pulled his hand from the suitcase. 
“Sorry. | didn’t mean to pry.” 


“Leave my stuff alone,” | said, breathless. | could feel my 
pulse sprinting in my throat. 


Ethan looked a little stunned by my outburst. 
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| rifled through my carry-on, looking for possible gift ideas. 
What the hell would | give 


my parents tonight? 


When I turned around, Ethan had a strange expression on 
his face. | looked away, still 


too embarrassed to meet his eyes. 


“I like your books a lot,” he said finally. 


| swiveled. “What?” 


“Nautilus,” he said, motioning toward the suitcase. “l 
thought it was your best book to 


date, although | wish you hadn’t shot the dog in the end.” 
| stared at Ethan in shock. “Book? You read my book?” 


Ethan looked almost shy -- impossible to imagine, but true. 
“Yeah. I’m a big fan, 


actually. I’ve read every one of your titles, even your erotica 
series through Queer Ink Press. 


You create really interesting characters. But this last story 
was superb.” 


| gaped at Ethan for several seconds, remembering two 
months of being stuffed in 


lockers, jeered at, and beaten up. 
| shoved him. 


Ethan looked puzzled and angry as he pushed back. “What 
the hell!” 


“You're queer?” Rage pounded through me. 


“Of course -- why else would | have been hitting on you for 
the last hour?” 


“You're fucking gay!” | pushed him again. Now | was furious. 
“How dare you!” 


Ethan looked at me like | lost my mind. “Jonah, what is 
wrong --” 


“You don’t even remember, do you? High school? The locker 
room? When you called 


me a fag in front of everyone?” 


Ethan’s rage disappeared. He went still as stone. “I 
remember.” 


“Oh yeah? So that whole time, while | was getting my ass 
kicked, you were just the 


same as me?” 
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“I was a Stupid kid. I’m sorry.” He looked remorseful, and | 
almost bought it. “I just...” 


he ran his hand through his hair. “I wasn’t strong enough 
back then to do the right thing.” 


“The right thing? What was that, plunge my head in the 
toilet?” 


“No!” Ethan reached out and touched my shoulder. “I should 
never have said anything 


in the first place.” 


| shrugged his hand off of me. “Yeah, well, I’m over it,” | lied. 
| turned away from him, 


pulling my belongings out of my backpack. 


“Jonah.” Ethan’s voice was low and serious. | loved the way 
he said my name, and it 


made me all the angrier that | loved it. 


“I was a mess back then,” Ethan continued. “But | never 
meant to hurt you. | actually 


liked you. A lot.” 

“You had a funny way of showing it.” 
“Į still like you.” 

“You don’t even know me, Ethan.” 


“So let me get to know you,” he pleaded, his voice lowering. 
“Let me make it up to 


"m 


you. 


If he had spontaneously sprouted another head, | think | 
would have been less 


Surprised. 


“The food is getting cold!” My mother hollered from the 
Stairs. 


“All right, all right!” | shouted back. | glared at Ethan. 
“Listen. You’ve never been 


anything but a prick to me, so don’t expect to march in 
here, announce that you’re 


homosexual, and have me go all gaga over you. I’m not 
impressed with your medical degree, 


or your fucking amazing shave, or the fact that your hair 
does that thing.” 


Ethan frowned. “What thing?” 
“That little flip-part thing.” 
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“I don’t have a flip part.” 


“Jonah!” My mother bellowed. | could hear her coming up 
the stairs. “We're pouring 


the soup!” 
“We better go,” Ethan said. “She’s pouring the soup.” 


| pushed my suitcase under the bed and, with a last, 
lingering glare, went down to my 


mother. 
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Chapter Three 


There was never one conversation at a Levinson family 
gathering. Conversation was a 


competitive sport and whoever was heard by nearly deaf 
Aunt Goldie won. 


My mother is not a creative cook, but she makes up for this 
in two ways. One, she 


prepares huge amounts of everything, so at least no one 
starves, and two, she can whip up a 


mean batch of latkes. 


Latkes are my favorite, and as a traditional Hanukkah treat, 
my mother went all out, 


frying the grated potatoes perfectly and offering a selection 
of toppings, including sour 


cream, apple sauce, and some sort of new age chutney that 
Ethan had obviously brought and 


she was too polite to refuse. 


As we ate, the weather turned worse. Snow built up around 
the house like God was 


silencing us in an icy blanket. At some point my father 
turned on the television in the living 


room and left the volume low, so we could listen to the 
weather updates. 


The worsening weather seemed to affect everyone’s 
patience. As the meal progressed 


and it became clear that everyone would be staying the 
night, my father and Uncle Al 


bickered about the weather girl and what constituted a 
“real” storm, and then finally about 


some baseball game that had occurred thirteen years before 
| was born. | stopped listening. 
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To add to the problem, Aunt Goldie was clearly far more 
senile than the last time I'd 


seen her. She kept interrupting conversations to ask after 
her dead husband, Moe, or the 


location of her slippers, or whether someone was going to 
take her dancing sometime soon. 


Ethan seemed to take it all in stride, however. He helped 
ladle out dishes on my 


mother’s plate, shared amusing stories about his practice, 
discussed golf swings with my 


Uncle Al. 


“You golf?” my mother interrupted, appraising Ethan anew. 
“I always thought golf was 


a noble sport.” 


| couldn’t help but snort. “Noble? What’s so noble about 
driving around an 


environmental disaster in a cart hitting a ball with a stick?” 


“Oh and | suppose you think canoeing is better?” my mother 
asked. 


“Kayaking, Ma,” | reminded her. “It’s not canoeing. It’s 
kayaking.” 


“It’s what Indians used to do before they invented motors,” 
my father helpfully added. 


“What good does that do anyone, this kayaking of yours?” 
My mother cried, serving me 


a second ladle of sweet lukshen kugel. “I bet you meet the 
most interesting people golfing, 


don’t you, Ethan? | bet famous people golf with you, don’t 
they?” 


“Not where | golf,” Ethan said amiably. 


“Are you a member of a club?” My father asked, eyebrows 
raised appreciatively. 


“No, | golf on public courses,” Ethan said. He looked at me 
as if | would give a shit. 


“He is one with the people,” my mother said, looking at me. 
“Kayaking you do 


what...alone?” 


“I have some friends | kayak with in the summer,” | pointed 
out. “Last August we went 


up to the San Juan Islands and spent a week --” 


“You're a young man, Ethan. How far do you drive the ball?” 
Uncle Al interrupted. 
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Ethan swallowed politely before answering. “Oh, very far. 
But only one hundred and 


eighty straight and about two hundred to the right.” 


“Nonsense, I’m sure you’re a genius on the course!” my 
father crooned. 


“Your mother used to tell me all about your sports 
achievements,” my mother said. She 


swallowed suddenly. “She was so proud of you, Ethan.” 
“Thank you, Mrs. Levinson,” Ethan said, looking awkward. 


“She was such a wonderful person.” For a moment | thought 
my mother would start to 


cry. But then she smiled at Ethan. “She used to keep track 
of all your scores, you know.” My 


mother pushed at her food. “You should learn how to golf, 
Jonah,” she said suddenly. 


“I don’t want to learn how to golf,” | protested. 


“It would be good for your character,” my father chimed in. 


Luckily, my cousin Matthew seemed to detect the mounting 
fury in my expression and 


interrupted. 


“So tell us about your writing, Jonah,” he said. “Your mother 
tells me you may have a 


book out sometime?” 


| stared at my lukshen kugel, finding the crust of the dish 
fascinating. “Uh-huh,” | said 


noncommittally. No lies, | reminded myself. But half-truths 
counted too. 


“I always thought you could be a real author one day,” Aunt 
Goldie said. 


| glanced up to see Ethan staring at me, eyebrows crumpled 
in confusion. He looked at 


me, and my parents, and then scowled. 
“Jonah has a lot of books --” he began. 


“| don’t even know what to do with half my ideas,” | 
interrupted hastily, shooting him 


a glare. “A lot of my stories are nothing more than trumped- 
up settings.” 
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“You should give up writing,” my mother said helpfully, 
ladling a third serving onto 


my plate. “You should have gone to school for a profession, 
like Ethan. You like being a 


doctor, don’t you, Ethan?” 

Ethan still scowled at me. 

“Ethan? You like doctoring?” my mother persisted. 

He smiled weakly at her. “Yes, Mrs. Levinson. | love it.” 


My mother beamed back. Then she hit my shoulder. “You 
see? He loves it, he tells me. 


When was the last time you loved something you did?” 
“I like a lot of things,” | said defensively. 


“Not that you tell your mother this.” She tsked. “You always 
sound so depressed on the 


phone, Jonah.” 
“I’m not depressed --” | began. 


“Once | was depressed,” Daniel chimed in. “They gave me 
some great drugs at the 


hospital. What kind of drugs do you get, Ethan? You get 
tempted to use them?” 


“Ethan would never take drugs,” my mother said quickly. 
“More kugel?” she offered, 


ladle dripping with noodles. 


“No thanks,” | said. 


“What’s wrong with it?” My mother pointed at my plate. 
“Nothing. I’m just full.” 


“Full?” her eyebrows shot up to full mast. “When you weigh 
so little?” 


My father hunched over, intent in his argument with Uncle 
Al, and so would not come 


to my rescue. 


“I'll have more, Mrs. Levinson,” Ethan said, holding out his 
plate, which was perfectly 


clean, a mother’s dream. 

My mother smiled at him. “You’re an angel.” 
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Ethan smiled back at her. “I try.” 


* OK OOK OK OX 


After dinner my mother brought out the menorah and lit the 
Shamash candle. She used 


this to light the first candle on the left, for the first night of 
Hanukkah. As the wick caught 


flame we sang the prayer in Hebrew. 


“Baruch ata Adonai, Eloheinu melech ha olam, asher 
kideshanu bemitzvo tov, ve 


tsivanu lehadlik neir shel Hanukkah.” 


Blessed art Thou, Lord our God, King of the universe, who 
has sanctified us by Thy 


commandments and enjoined upon us the kindling of the 
Hanukkah lights. 


“Baruch ata Adonai, Eloheinu melech ha olam, she asa nisim 
lasavoteinu bayamim 


haheim bazeman hazeh.” 


Blessed art Thou, Lord our God, King of the universe, who 
has wrought miracles for 


our fathers at this season in days of old. 


We sat around the table, admiring the glow of the menorah 
in rare silence. The candles 


would be left to burn down for the evening. In faithful 
tradition to my childhood, my 


mother then pulled out small net bags of chocolate gelt, 
candy wrapped like gold coins. She 


put a dreidel on the table, but the raging storm outside 
seemed to put us all off games. 


There was a burst of activity as everyone left the table to 
fetch small gifts to exchange. 


We all reconvened in the living room and gathered on the 
couch and the recliners and 


folding chairs. 


“ld like to go first, if | may,” Uncle Al declared. He cleared 
his throat symbolically. 


Uncle Al wore a striped gray cotton polo shirt under a light 
brown blazer, from which 


he pulled a wrapped box, slightly larger than his hand. 


“I wanted to bring something for my brother,” Al said, 
looking at my father 


meaningfully. “Over the years, we’ve had our differences, 
and we’ve not always seen eye to 
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eye. But if I’ve learned anything from Lil’s death, it’s that 
life is short, and precious, and a 


person needs to share with those who are important to 
him.” 


| gaped at my uncle. | don’t think I’d ever heard anything 
that sentimental from the 


grumpy old man in my life. With a somber expression, he 
handed the small package to my 


father. 
“Happy Hanukkah,” Uncle Al said. 


My father scowled. It was clear he was as befuddled by my 
uncle’s sentimentality as l. 


He opened the blue-and-white striped wrapping paper and 
then gasped. 


He held my grandfather’s pushke. 


“Oh my God,” my mother cried, covering her mouth with her 
hands. 


“Dad!” Rachel cried. “You're giving it away?” 


Al looked near tears. “You and | have fought over this 
damned box for longer than | 


can remember. I’m tired of fighting. It’s yours, Len. | want 
you to have it after all.” 


My father still said nothing, staring at the box mutely. 


The pushke was beautiful. A small, hand-painted wooden 
box, it had a slit at the top 


for dropping in coins. When the box was full it would be 
emptied and the change taken to a 


local charity or to the synagogue. 


Tzedakah charity boxes were common in Jewish households 
-- we had one on the 


bookshelves -- but this one was special. The painting was 
exquisite -- bright colors and 


almost surreal faces of a Jewish family in a small village. The 
vibrant colors, the details of the 


painting, and the ethereal imagery made it my 
grandfather’s favored possession from his life 


in Russia, and an object of contention between my father 
and my uncle for years. 


My mother started crying and laughing, and then everyone 
was up hugging each other 


and ogling the box. 


“I can’t believe this, Al,” my father said, shaking his head. “I 
can’t believe it.” 
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“Dad would have wanted you to have it,” Uncle Al said. “And 
look! It’s even got money 


in it!” He rattled the box. 


Everyone laughed. The box passed from hand to hand, each 
guest admiring its beauty. 


Ethan sat next to me on the couch. When | handed it to him, 
he studied it intently. 


“I get the feeling I’m missing something here,” he said. 


“That pushke belonged to our father,” my father told Ethan. 
“It was given to him by his 


good friend and neighbor, Moishe Shagalov, back in his 
home village of Liozno. Our father 


treasured the box because it reminded him of his 
hometown.” 


“We've been fighting over it for years,” my uncle said, 
Shaking his head. “Not very 


appropriate for a charity box, is it?” 


Ethan turned the box over in his hands. He then handed it 
back to my mother, who 


immediately wiped it with her apron and set it proudly on 
the mantel. 


“It’s a lovely gift, Al, and | thank you for it,” she said, kissing 
my uncle on the cheek. 


After this dramatic gift, everything else paled in comparison, 
although the mood 


definitely improved. 


We opened the rest of our presents in relative 
companionship, although the fact that 


my parents gave me a bag of tube socks, and gave Ethan a 
new iPod Shuffle, did not go 


unnoticed. 


|, of course, was sweating during the exchange. | had 
brought eight gifts for my 


parents, one for each night, but they were all in my checked 
luggage. So now | ran upstairs, 


ransacking my carry-on for something that might qualify as 
a gift. 


To his credit, my father smiled and proudly held up the cell 
phone charger | had 


hastily wrapped in newspaper, as if it were something of 
great value. 


“Thank you, son,” he said, smiling at me. “It’s lovely.” 

| felt my face flush with the compliment. 
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“When we get a cell phone it will be invaluable,” he added. 


| stifled a groan of embarrassment. “Well, maybe | can help 
you pick one out when the 


snow lets up,” | suggested, but we were already moving on. 


My cousin Rachel and | helped my mother bring out coffee 
for everyone, and we 


chatted the rest of the evening around the television, 
listening to the dire predictions about 


the storm. Every so often someone would get up and admire 
the pushke. It was beautiful, and 


stunning compared to the relatively bland decor of my 
parents’ house. The vibrant colors 


attracted the eye. 
And then, with a sudden draining noise, the power went out. 


The television snapped off. The entire neighborhood went 
black. 


We all froze for a moment, illuminated only by the small 
flickering lights of the 


menorah on the dining room table. 
And then everyone burst into noise and motion. 


“Oh my God! Oh no!” cried Aunt Goldie, clearly disturbed 
beyond understandable 


expectations. 


| heard Ethan talk to her, his voice low and reassuring. He 
used his doctor voice, | 


could tell, and it worked on Goldie, calming her down. 
“Cool! | love it when the power goes out!” Rachel said. 


| groped my way toward my mother’s hutch, where | knew 
she stored the extra 


candles. 


“Hold on! Nobody panic! Everyone just stay calm!” my 
mother screeched. 


My father picked up the menorah. “Helene, where the hell is 
the goddamned 


flashlight?” 


“Don’t use the menorah as a light source!” Aunt Goldie 
called out. “It’s against the 


rules!” 
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My father ignored her and continued to search the room 
with the menorah. 


“Į just stepped on something!” Daniel said. 
“My foot, you asshole!” Rachel responded. 


| fumbled in the dark for the candlesticks, and then reached 
in my pocket for my 


lighter. | didn’t want to use it, as it would lead to the 
inevitable question as to why | 


happened to carry a lighter around with me, and since | was 
taking a hiatus from lying I’d be 


forced to tell the truth. But | couldn’t think of any other way 
around it. 


Thankfully, my dad walked in the living room a moment 
later, bearing two flashlights 


and a box of matches. 


“Here! Goldie, take this.” He handed her a flashlight and 
swept the room with the 


other. “Everyone all right?” 
“Where’s Matthew?” Goldie cried. 
“Danny? Rachie? You two okay?” Uncle Al asked. 


“Yeah, Dad, what did you think would happen?” Daniel 
asked, rolling his eyes in the 


flickering candlelight. 
| handed a taper to Ethan. He looked hauntingly beautiful. 
“You okay?” | whispered. 


“| could be better,” he whispered back. He grabbed my 
hand. 


| dropped it immediately, in case the power resurrected 
itself. But | could feel his touch 


lingering, warm and solid. | stepped away from him, my face 
flushing. His come-ons were 


terrible, and the thought lowered my defensive wall slightly. 
| always thought Ethan was 


perfect at everything. The idea that he would court 
someone so clumsily was somewhat 


endearing. 


My mother reappeared, her glowing face illuminated by the 
gas lamp in her hands, 


staring at us in surprise. 
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| handed out tapers to the others. We all had light now, and 
stood around, staring at 


each other. 


“Where’s Moe?” Aunt Goldie cried. 


“He’s dead,” my mother reminded her. And then suddenly, 
my mother screamed. 


“Ma!” | ran to her, frightened by the fact that the color 
drained from her face. “Ma, 


what’s wrong?” 


Ethan instantly stood beside me and helped navigate my 
mother through the darkness 


toward the couch. | helped her sit down. 


“Mrs. Levinson?” he asked, kneeling before her. He looked 
just as concerned as | felt. 


My mother pointed to the mantel. 
“The pushke! It’s gone!” 
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Chapter Four 


My mother was beside herself. 


“Who took it!” she cried, sobbing into her hands. “Give it 
back!” 


| suggested it could have been accidentally moved. For this | 
received an angry glare. 


“Of course it wasn’t moved, it was taken!” she cried, 
clutching her fist. “I saw it on the 


mantel just before the power went out! Who took it?” 
Suddenly my uncle swiveled and glared at me. “Jonah!” 
| almost dropped my lit candle. “What?” 

“Joke’s over. Put it back,” he said. 

“Are you nuts?” | backed up instinctively. 


“Now hold on! Everyone calm down!” my father shouted, 
stepping between his brother 


and me. “You don’t know it was Jonah, Al.” 


“Of course it’s him! Who else would it be?” my uncle 
reasoned. 


“It’s pitch black in here,” my father said. “Maybe it just got 
knocked over.” 


“This isn’t funny!” my mother stated. 


“Let’s just look for it in the morning, when it’s light out,” | 
suggested. 
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“The power could come back on,” Rachel offered, but 
everyone ignored her, and 


indeed, the prospect seemed slim as the wind picked up 
outside and howled against the 


window panes. Branches from the backyard tree banged 
against the roof, and for a moment, 


we all froze, listening. 


“I agree with Jonah,” Daniel said helpfully. “Let’s go to bed 
and we'll see what we find 


out in the morning.” As if on cue, everyone began 
rummaging around for belongings, finding 


places to stay. Aunt Goldie took the guest room, and my 
Uncle Al claimed my mother’s 


sewing room. Two beds were hastily made for Daniel and 
Matthew in the den, and Rachel 


hunkered down on the living room couch. 


My mother despondently fetched extra pillows and blankets, 
and my uncle continued 


to mumble under his breath. “If you stole it, Jonah, it’ll be 
the last thing you do.” 


| wanted to point out that if | had stolen it, | had actually 
done lots of things since 


then, like light candles and help make beds, but | didn’t 
think he’d appreciate my humor. 


“Good night, Mr. Levinson,” Ethan told Uncle Al firmly. 


My uncle glared in my direction one last time and then 
slammed the sewing room door 


behind him. 


| fetched my coat and sneaked back down into the kitchen, 
where | managed to force 


the back door open. My parents’ house had a covered porch, 
and even though the snow was 


still three feet high from the wind drifts, | could crack the 
door just enough to squeeze 


through. 


| lit a cigarette and then hunched lower behind a mountain 
of snow, sheltered by the 


frozen dumpster and the never-used Weber grill. 


My parents didn’t know | smoked, that | had smoked for 
years. But the need for 


nicotine outweighed the consequences of exposure. | 
huddled from the howling wind and 


turned my face toward the dumpster, away from the flurry 
of snow. 
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| heard the back door groan as it opened. My heart stopped 
and | instinctively lowered 


my cigarette, glaring over the snow for the intruder. 


“Did you know that cigarette smoke has four thousand 
different chemical compounds, 


two hundred of which are poisonous and sixty of which are 
clear carcinogens?” Ethan told 


me. He hunched down in the shadows with me, thankfully 
keeping his voice low. 


“Yeah, well thanks for that,” | grumbled. | inhaled deeply, 
just to show him how much 


| didn’t care. “It feels so healthy I’m shocked by the news.” 


Ethan snorted. He rubbed his long fingers together in an 
effort to fend off the cold. 


“| Suppose you’ve never smoked,” | said. 

“Of course not,” Ethan replied. 

“I bet no recreational drugs either.” 

“Nope.” 

| shook my head. “You really are perfect, aren’t you?” 


Ethan grinned. “My body’s as clean as a whistle. My mind, 
however, is filled with 


filthy, depraved sexual cravings.” He tried to sound cavalier, 
but his teeth chattered. 


| gulped. “Yikes.” We sat in relatively companionable 
silence, although the noisy 


chattering of Ethan’s teeth was getting to me. 


“Why don’t you go inside before you chip a tooth?” | told 
him. 


“I will when you're done.” 


“It could be a while. This is the nicest moment I’ve had all 
evening.” 


Ethan smiled. “Yeah. Your family is a handful.” 


“And quick to blame me with crime, | am disheartened to 
see.” 


Ethan raised an eyebrow. “I assume, of course, that you 
didn’t take the pushke.” 


“Of course not!” | whispered. | took one last drag and then 
crushed my smoke into the 


snow. “Doesn’t seem very charitable, stealing a charity 
box.” 
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“Who do you think took it?” Ethan asked. 


| shrugged. “I don’t think anyone took it. | think it got 
misplaced during the blackout, 


in which case we'll find it in the morning.” | took pity on 
Ethan’s trembling body and stood. 


“Come on, let’s go inside. If you see my mother, tell her | 
was taking out the trash.” 


“Daniel just took out the trash ten minutes ago.” 


“Yeah, well, lie. It’s something you're going to have to get 
good at if you like hanging 


out with the Levinson family.” 

“I do like hanging out with the Levinson family. It’s novel.” 
“That’s one thing to call us.” 

“I like you.” 


| froze in my process of opening the back door and frowned 
at him. “Why?” 


Ethan laughed. “Have you looked at yourself recently? 
You're the best-looking guy | 


know.” 
| scowled to hide my blush. 


“Besides,” Ethan continued. “I’m your biggest fan, 
remember?” 


“Yeah, well, don’t ask for a sequel. | killed all the characters 
off for a reason.” | opened 


the door and we quietly made our way upstairs so as not to 
wake Rachel. 


We shuffled around in the darkness of my room. | was 
grateful for the lack of power; | 


didn’t have to undress in front of Ethan. For that matter, | 
wouldn’t have to be distracted by 


the sight of him undressing either. 


“Do you want the bed?” Ethan asked. His face looked 
chiseled and ethereal in the 


candlelight. The room cooled rapidly, but the bed looked 
warm and inviting. 


“No, you have it,” | said, hunkering down into the sleeping 
bag. 


“We could share the bed,” Ethan offered quietly. He stared 
at me pointedly. 
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| admit, a rush of sheer anticipation and delight filled me, 
made me momentarily 


speechless. The idea of nestling under the covers wrapped 
in Ethan’s strong arms sounded 


too good to be true. 


Which is why | said “no,” and turned on my side, away from 
him. 


Because things that are too good to be true usually are. | 
have been disappointed 


enough to learn that life isn’t fair, and that’s especially true 
in the matter of love. 


There had been a time in my life when I would have 
sacrificed everything to be with 


Ethan. But he was the boy who stole my secret. And he had 
shattered my fragile sense of self, 


so simply, one afternoon. 


And even though | believed it when he said he was sorry, 
even though | was coming to 


terms with the fact that his cruelty was a way of coping with 
the struggles of his own sexual 


orientation, and even though it was ancient history, stuff 
that happened so long ago neither 


of us should have remembered any of it, it didn’t matter. | 
still said no. 


Because | couldn’t believe in a happy ending. | couldn’t 
have Ethan. Even with him 


offering, | couldn’t have him. | was certain of that. | had 
wanted him too much and for too 


long to ever get him. 


Ethan said nothing. He climbed into my old bed silently and 
blew out the candle. 


“Good night,” | said softly. 


A moment later, he responded. “Good night, Jonah.” 


Tension steamed in the air, but luckily, it was so cold it 
never heated up enough to boil 


over, and we were both asleep in moments. 
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Chapter Five 


| awoke to the unmistakable sound of someone attempting 
to be quiet. 


It was a common enough occurrence in my childhood home. 
My mother and father 


were always trying to keep their voices down so they 
wouldn’t wake me when they rose at 


the godawful hour of five-thirty every morning. 


And, like clockwork, they would initiate their quiet ritual by 
slamming the back door, 


running the dishwasher, using the blender for their morning 
smoothies, and speaking in 


violent whispers that reverberated through the floorboards 
and guaranteed that | would 


shoot awake as assuredly as if | had swallowed a mouthful 
of speed. 


My first hint that the power was still off was that the 
dishwasher didn’t turn on at its 


accustomed six a.m. hour. However, the noises emanating 
from downstairs were loud and 


destructive as though someone was in the midst of 
pillaging. 


It was cold and a pale, snow-infused light drifted into my 
room through the curtains. | 


remained in my sleeping bag as | stood, hoping to maintain 
the illusion that | was still 


UNCONSCIOUS. 
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| quietly opened the bedroom door and shuffled in my 
sleeping bag to the hallway. 


Peering over the banister, | saw my mother tearing the 
house apart as my uncle and father 


pried at the door. 
“What’s going on?” | asked, voice cracked with sleep. 


Everyone turned up to face me. My father’s eyebrows rose. 
“Oh, did we wake you?” he 


asked, shovel in hand, banging the door and the wall as he 
attempted to scoop out all the 


snow that poured in when they opened the door. “Too much 
snow piled up outside.” 


My uncle glared at me. 


“I still can’t find it,” my mother lamented, holding an armful 
of tea towels. “I’ve looked 


everywhere!” 


| couldn’t see down into the living room, but | assumed poor 
Rachel had also been 


awakened by the chaos of our collective progenitors. 
Grumpily | hopped back into my 


bedroom and shut the door. 


Ethan slept, curled in a fetal position, face smashed deep 
into the pillows, mouth 


Slightly open. 


| stood in my sleeping bag and stared at him. His lips were 
soft and red. Light brown 


stubble sprouted along his cheeks. His hair, usually so 
coiffed, was mussed and stood up ata 


rakish angle. 
He looked fucking gorgeous. 


| sat beside him on the bed. His body radiated heat. He 
smelled musky and masculine. 


Did he really mean it when he said he hadn’t meant to hurt 
me? 


It was both hard to imagine, and yet logical. | knew firsthand 
how difficult it was to 


realize one was gay in high school. It couldn’t have been 
any easier for Ethan, especially 


under intense scrutiny from everyone -- he always lived in 
the limelight. And he had 


powerful jock friends with whom his reputation needed to be 
maintained. At least | had 


huddled in the shadow of anonymity to hide me from 
questioning eyes. 
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It made sense that he would hide his nature. It even made 
sense that he would mock 


Someone who bore too close a resemblance to him, who 
shared his little secret. And | could 


recall, even now, that look of sickness on his face when his 
friends had turned away. 


How much of my life had been spent in awe and fear of this 
man? | had dreamed of 


having him like this, lying in this very bed, looking so 
completely at ease. And here he was, 


but | felt no sense of accomplishment, only confusion. 
I’ve read all your books. 


Regardless of his abrasive and unpolished flirtation, the fact 
that he’d read my books 


warmed me more than | cared to admit. He was the only 
person from my past who admired 


my present. 


His bangs hung in his closed eyes. | wanted very badly to 
reach up and brush them 


aside. But as | lifted my hand to do so, the movement stirred 
him and he turned over and 


blinked at me. 
“Morning,” | said. 


He scowled at the blank clock. “Still no power?” His voice 
was rough and broken with 


sleep. 
| shook my head. 


He burrowed back under the covers. “Wake me when it’s 
back.” 


| whipped off the cover. “Come on, get up. Don’t make me 
face them all by myself.” 


Ethan’s eyes remained closed. “What’s that infernal 
racket?” 


“My father’s trying to break open the front door,” | said. 
“Though he should know by 


now, escape from this family is impossible.” 
Ethan grunted something under the covers. 
“Come on, get up.” | shook his shoulder 
“No.” He burrowed deeper. 
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“What? Don’t tell me you’re not a morning person.” 


Ethan stuck his head out from under the sheets and glared 
at me. “I’m not.” 


| grinned madly. “A flaw!” 


He scowled, eyes barely open. “That’s not a flaw. It’s a trait. 
Now leave me alone.” 


| shed my sleeping bag shell and made my way to the 
bathroom. Indeed, it was clear 


that our house was snowed in. The cars in the street were 
mere lumpy suggestions under a 


shroud of white. Every nuance of the landscape was buried. 
The snow had frozen in the 


night and now the ground looked glossy, deadly in the early 
light. Smoke rose from several 


houses across the street, and | admired those families for 
their priorities. They woke up at the 


crack of dawn to light fires, whereas my family woke up to 
pry doors open with heavy 


equipment and to search the towel drawers for missing 
heirlooms. 


My black hair looked particularly spiky this morning, and the 
stubble was dark on my 


pale skin, making me look like a thief. There was no hot 
water so | briskly splashed my face 


before returning to change. | looked at my one outfit and 
realized the airline would clearly 


not be dropping off my missing luggage any time soon. 


| went to my old wardrobe. As | feared, my old clothes were 
still there, hanging as 


though my mother could transport me through time and 
once again dress me daily. 


Ethan’s head reappeared from under the covers. He smirked 
at me. “Look, your high 


school clothes are still in the closet, just like you.” 


“Shut up.” | reached for a rugby shirt that looked like it 
would still fit. | noticed Ethan’s 


eyes never strayed from my torso as | changed. 


“You're thirty,” Ethan reminded me so helpfully. “When are 
you going to tell them?” 


“None of your business,” | replied, but my answer was 
muffled by the shirt. It was 


tighter than | remembered. Years of rowing had bulked up 
my chest and arms since the time 


| had been a skinny high school geek. “Did you ever tell 
your parents?” | asked. 


Ethan nodded. “Back in college.” 
Holiday Outing 
39 


“How'd they take it?” Ethan’s mother was a lot like mine. It 
couldn’t have been a pretty 


sight. 


Ethan shrugged. “At first they were upset, but they came to 
terms with it. By the time 


my mother died, she was a card-carrying member of PFLAG 
and setting me up on blind dates 


with local men.” 


| found a pair of trousers from high school and pulled them 
on. They were a bit tight in 


the thighs, but at least they were clean. “I don’t think mine 
will react the same way.” 


“Your mother doesn’t seem to have a problem with me 
being gay,” he said reasonably. 


My eyes widened. “She knows about you?” 


Ethan rubbed his hand over the stubble on his face. “Yeah. 
There were no secrets 


between our mothers, you know.” 


| frowned. “She never mentioned it to me.” | felt hurt that 
my mother wouldn’t share 


this intriguing piece of gossip about Ethan, considering that 
she told me everything else 


about his life in great detail. 


The only reason | could explain for why she wouldn’t 
mention Ethan’s orientation was 


that she disapproved of it, which increased my 
apprehension about telling her the truth 


about my own proclivities. 


“There’s only one way to find out what they'll say,” Ethan 
said, as if reading my mind. 


“| know, | Know.” 


“You're right, it’s none of my business,” Ethan said. “But it 
drives me crazy to hear 


them talk about you like you’re unsuccessful.” He stared at 
me hard. “You should be really 


proud of your writing, and they have a right to know how 
good you are.” 


| sat down on the bed as | pulled on socks. “I am proud of 
my writing. It’s just...it’s 


complicated.” 
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Ethan still stared at me meaningfully, but the entire 
conversation made me feel like | 


needed to puke, and so | stood up, holding my arms out, 
and changed the subject. “How do | 


look?” 


Ethan grinned sleepily. “Really handsome.” 
“Flatterer,” | told him. 
“I think | remember you in this outfit,” Ethan mused. 


“No way. | was nowhere this fashionable back then.” | 
shuddered at the memory of my 


gothic phase. 


“You were cute as hell in high school,” Ethan said. “I had a 
crush on you.” 


“Oh yeah? Found a funny way of showing it, didn’t you? 
Calling me fag and pushing 


me into lockers.” 
“| didn’t know what | was feeling at the time.” 


“Oh yes you did. It was called aggression.” | slapped his leg, 
hidden under the blankets. 


“Get up.” 


“I will in a minute. Hand me my laptop, will you? Let’s see 
what’s going on out in the 


real world.” 


| handed him his computer from the floor. As he moved to 
grab it | saw a glimpse of his 


underwear and the tight fit of his undershirt, and felt a rush 
of arousal deep within me. | 


quickly turned away, laying out my sleeping bag once more 
in case the power remained out 


for the rest of the day. 


“Shit,” | heard him mumble. “No Internet. The network must 
be down.” He closed his 


laptop and fumbled on the bedside table for his cell phone. 
He frowned at this as well. 


“No signal?” | asked. 

“No.” A worry line creased his forehead. 
“I’m sure your dad is fine,” | told him. 
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He looked surprised at my comment, and then smiled 
beautifully. “Actually, I’m not 


worried about him. He’s better off than we are at the 
moment, the hospice has a generator.” 


He ran his hand over his face. “I need to shave. l'Il meet you 
downstairs.” 


“Great, leave me to fight for my life by myself.” 
“I thought you wanted me to leave you alone,” Ethan said. 


“That was before my uncle made overtures to murder me.” I 
moved toward the door 


but Ethan reached out quickly and grabbed my hand. This 
time | didn’t pull away. 


“Stay for a minute,” he said. 


| looked down at his body, and the sheets, which were now 
noticeably tenting. 


| shook my head. “There are seven other people in this 
house right now.” 


“I can suck you off really quietly,” he said, his voice a low 
whisper. 


“Not while my mother is prowling around,” | whispered back. 
“She’s downstairs.” 


“Not going to happen.” Not that | wasn’t tempted. | could 
feel my own body perking up 


at the word “suck” with hearty enthusiasm. 


What the hell was | even thinking? This was insane. This was 
Ethan Rosenberg. 


Loathing. | abruptly pulled my hand from his. “Get dressed,” 
| ordered, and then marched 


downstairs before | changed my mind. 


The living room looked as though a cyclone had raged 
through it. Everything was 


upturned. Rachel yawned as she returned various items to 
the shelves. 


“No sign of the pushke?” | asked, although I knew the 
answer from the state of the 


room. 
Rachel shook her head. “Aunt Helene has lost it.” 

“No kidding.” 

“|I mean her mind,” Rachel clarified. 
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“I believe you.” 

In the kitchen | found my mother in a state of near hysteria. 


“What am I going to do, Jonah?” she whispered, rushing 
around in panic. “How are we 


going to survive? How am | going to feed everyone?” 


| opened the pantry. Clearly the one hundred cans of food 
there provided my mother 


no solace. 


“It'll be fine, Ma,” | assured her, rubbing her back. “They'll 
plow the roads this morning 


and everyone will be gone by the afternoon.” 


“I can’t even heat the food,” she lamented. “I told your 
father | wanted a gas range but 


he refused! Now I’m going to have to serve cold breakfast.” 


“It'll taste great.” 


“And your uncle is refusing to talk to anyone, even your 
father.” She sighed and looked 


at me. 
“| didn’t take it, Ma, honestly.” 


She gave me a small smile. “No. Of course you didn’t.” She 
reached out and touched my 


shoulder, and for a moment, | froze, shocked by the gesture. 
| couldn’t remember the last 


time she had done such a thing. She turned back to her 
sink, staring blankly. “What am | 


going to serve?” 


“We should probably consume the perishables first, since 
they'll go bad faster. We can 


put most of them outside to keep cold. Do you have cereal?” 


She shuffled to the massive pantry and pulled out ten boxes 
of cereal, one of which | 


recognized from high school. 


“Were any of those purchased at least during the Clinton 
Administration?” 


“Ha. My son the comedian.” She frowned at them. 
“Actually...only the muesli.” 
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“Okay then. Muesli and milk and lukewarm orange juice and 
bread and butter and 


jam.” | help her prepare breakfast, and the act of setting the 
table seemed to lull her into a 


calm focus. 


By seven everyone was groggily awake, except for Aunt 
Goldie, who appeared 


conscious one moment, and then snored at the table the 
next. Matthew sat beside his mother 


and repeatedly nudged her. He looked a lot less charming in 
the morning. His eyes seemed 


baggy and his hair pressed flatly against his head. His 
stubble was uneven and he looked pale 


and unhealthy. 


God, less than twenty-four hours in this house, and | was 
beginning to sound like my 


mother. 


Ethan, on the other hand, looked fantastic. How he 
managed to shave with cold water 


baffled me. He seemed far from chipper, however, and as 
he glanced over the table settings 


he frowned. 


“No coffee?” he whispered forlornly. 


“Not until we rig something for the fireplace,” | told him. He 
grunted in response and 


sat beside me, pouting. 


Matthew, Daniel, and | shared our favorite Donner party 
stories and tried to keep the 


tone light, but the older generation seemed genuinely 
nonplussed by the missing pushke and 


did little more than grunt at each other. 


As we stared at the remnants of our meal, my uncle cleared 
his throat. 


“It’s clear that someone” -- he turned his gaze to me -- “has 
taken the pushke. Maybe it 


was just a joke. But now that there’s enough light, | think 
everyone should go to their rooms 


and search thoroughly, in case it got lost during the power 
outage.” 


At once, a great exodus exploded from the table, everyone 
seemingly relieved to be 


given something to do other than glare surreptitiously at 
each other. 
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As we split up to search our rooms, | discovered my uncle, 
and not Ethan, behind me. 


Uncle Al followed me into my room. 
“I’m searching your things,” Uncle Al informed me. 


“Go ahead,” | snapped, “but | expect an apology once you 
realize I’m innocent.” Last 


night his accusation merely compounded a miserable day. 
But today | refused to humor him. 


Uncle Al rooted through my carry-on, my sleeping bag, my 
dresser drawers. 


| leaned against the wall and glared. 


Having not found what he looked for, Al peeked under the 
bed and reached for my 


Suitcase. | could feel the blood drain from my face. | lunged 
just as he grasped the zipper. 


“No! Uncle Al, don’t open that!” | reached for my suitcase 
but he pulled it away, 


clutching it triumphantly. 
“Aha! Caught you red-handed!” 


“That’s mine.” Ethan marched into the room and crossed his 
arms over his chest, 


looking very pissed off. “My father’s, actually.” He glared at 
my uncle. 


Uncle Al frowned. “It is?” 


“It’s my father’s spare colostomy kit,” Ethan said coolly. “l 
wouldn’t open it, if | were 


you. | haven’t had a chance to sanitize everything just yet.” 
Uncle Al dropped the suitcase as if it burned. 


Ethan’s smirk was cold. “I hope you didn’t break anything 
doing that.” 


“No! | just...” Uncle Al stammered for a moment, wiped his 
brow. Then he left the 


room, but turned to point at me from the hallway. “This 
doesn’t mean you're off the hook, 


Jonah. Everyone is a suspect until it is found. Everyone, 
including you!” He stormed off. 


“I think he means only you, from the sound of it,” Ethan 
said. He returned my suitcase 


to the corner. 
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| knew my face was flushed bright red. | swallowed to bring 
moisture back to my 


parched mouth. “Thank you,” | croaked. 
Ethan shrugged. “Anytime.” 


| sat on the edge of the bed, head in my hands. My heart 
beat frantically. Did | honestly 


think | was coming out any time soon, when such a simple 
brush with discovery sent my 


blood pressure skyrocketing and set my ganglions atwitter? 


“I think we should find the thief before this goes on much 
further,” Ethan said finally. 


| looked up. “Do you know who took it?” 


“No, but it can’t be hard to find since it’s somewhere in the 
house.” Ethan suddenly 


grinned. For a moment, he looked up to no good, almost 
sneaky, and my stomach clenched at 


the sight. It was the same smile he had when he was a boy, 
back when I had watched him 


from afar. 


“Let’s find the thief ourselves,” he said enthusiastically, his 
voice lowering to a thrilled 


whisper. 
“You mean search the place?” | whispered back. 
“And look for clues!” Ethan looked excited. 


| shook my head. “Did you read a lot of Nancy Drew growing 
up?” 


He flashed me a dazzling smile. “No. However, | watched 
every episode of Scooby 


” 


Doo. 


“Well, we can rule out the groundskeeper,” | told him. “We 
don’t have one.” | conjured 


some energy and stood. “Okay, Sherlock. How about we 
split up, ask some questions, and see 


what we can find out. We’ll confer back this evening. Unless 
of course you just find it, in 


which case, we’ll have to cut short our delightful holiday 
mystery.” 


“Sounds like fun.” He reached out and tousled my hair as he 
left the bedroom. 
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| straightened it again, wanting to be pissed. But | felt a 
flutter in my stomach instead. 


And I guess my energy reserves were too low to power the 
thirty-three muscles needed to 


frown, because | was smiling like a fool as | made my way 
downstairs. 


* OK OOK OK OX 


After breakfast, my father finally managed to close the front 
door, transferring all the 


snow that had tumbled inside to the bathtub, where we 
stored the perishables. | peered 


outside at the frozen feet of snow and ice. No car dared the 
streets. In fact, there were no 


streets, just a sea of white in which neighborhood kids 
plunged out of sight, emitting muffled 


squeals of frozen delight. 


Matthew volunteered to brave the negative temperatures 
and shovel a tunnel toward 


civilization. Aunt Goldie sat ensconced under a pile of 
blankets where she mumbled to her 


dead husband and knitted. Rachel tended the fire. 


Given no specific task to address the family crisis, | moved 
into the kitchen, knowing 


my mother would be frantic with the looming prospect of 
lunch. Besides, | wanted to 


interview her first. It wasn’t that | held specific accusations 
toward my mother; more that 


her response that morning surprised me. “Of course you 
didn’t,” she had said, as if she knew | 


was innocent. And the only way this made sense to me was 
if she herself was guilty. Why 


else would she ever defend me? 


| found her scrubbing at the breakfast plates, her fingers 
blue from the cold water. 


“What’s the plan for lunch?” | asked her. 


She scraped at a plate with her fingernail. “Don’t even talk 
to me about lunch, Jonah. 


I’m still worried about breakfast, and we’ve already eaten 
it!” 


| opened the freezer to see what was available. | spotted a 
melting tub of chocolate ice 


cream and decided that needed to be consumed 
immediately. 


| found a spoon and went at it. “You want some?” | offered 
my mother. 
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She shook her head. She dropped the plate in the cold water 
and quickly fetched a slice 


of rye, which she put beside me. 

“What’s that for?” | asked. 

“Have a little bread with your ice cream,” she told me. 
| rolled my eyes. “So who do you think took it, Ma?” 


Her expression hardened. She turned back to the sink and 
attacked a crusted-on 


globule of tomato paste. 


“It’s your uncle. I’m sure of it,” she whispered 
conspiratorially. 


“Uncle Al?” | asked. 
“Shh!” She nodded. 


| frowned. “Why would he give it to you and then take it 
back?” 


“Because that’s the way he is!” she whispered. She rinsed 
the plate under the tap. “This 


way, he keeps the precious pushke, but he gets credit for 
giving it away. We all admire him 


for his selflessness and all the while, he holds on to it!” 


“But that doesn’t make sense,” | reasoned. “Where would 
he put it? He couldn’t ever 


display it again, at least not while we’re around. And Rachel 
and Daniel would know.” 


“They wouldn’t tattle on their father,” she told me. 


“Maybe. Rachel seemed pretty upset that Uncle Al gave it 
away without consulting 


them first.” 


My mother’s expression softened. “Isn’t it beautiful?” she 
said quietly. “It will look so 


good on that mantel. Once Uncle Al is shamed into giving it 
back, that is.” She shook her 


head. “It’s the one thing | wanted from your Zadie’s 
possessions, all these years. To imagine it 


in our home!” 
“Now we just have to find it,” | reminded her. 
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“Oh, it'll show up. I’m sure of it. He’ll confess, you see.” She 
frowned. “You aren’t 


eating your bread?” 
“I’m saving room for lunch,” | told her. 


She tsked me again. “Don’t mention lunch, Jonah. I’m 
serious. If this weather continues 


we'll all starve. Starve to death, in our own home.” 


“Better than starving in someone else’s home.” | kissed her 
cheek and then went in 


search of Ethan, to share my mother’s Uncle Al gift-stealing 
theory, and also find out what 


he had discovered. 


| found him in the garage, stripped to the waist and 
resourcefully chopping wood. My 


father always bought cellophane-wrapped sets of nicely 
Shaped show wood, and he would 


haul out a log once a year to make sure the fireplace 
worked. 


“The wood is burning too slowly,” Ethan said, not even out 
of breath as he swung the 


ax in a perfect arc. When did he become the poster boy for 
chopping wood? His form was 


impeccable. So, for that matter, were his pecs. 


“It’s negative twenty in the garage, and yet you are 
Shirtless,” | said. | couldn’t take my 


eyes off Ethan’s chest. How did he get that buff? His lean 
torso had definition, his arms 


muscular, with biceps that bulged and twisted as he swung 
the ax. He had a dark pattern of 


chest hair that trailed down his flat stomach and dipped 
invitingly downward. | could see the 


contours of his hips just above the waistline of his jeans. 


“Sweating in cold weather leads to dehydration and 
increases susceptibility to cold 


injury,” Ethan informed me. The wood split evenly before 
him. Every stroke fell perfectly 


centered. “Besides, | don’t want to wear wet clothing and | 
don’t have anything that properly 


allows for ventilation and sweat evaporation.” 
“Fascinating.” | yawned. 

Ethan stopped and frowned. “Am | really that boring?” 
| shrugged. “No. But sometimes you’re a know-it-all.” 
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“Sorry.” He slammed the ax down into a large log and pulled 
on his shirt. “I don’t mean 


to be.” 


“It’s just another one of your flaws,” | told him. “I’m getting 
used to the idea of you 


flawed.” 
Ethan eyed me. “Did you find anything out?” 
“You mean besides how toned your upper body is?” 


Ethan smirked. “Yeah. But | appreciate the fact that you 
noticed.” 


“My mother thinks my uncle stole it back,” | told him. “But 
for all her hysterics, she 


seemed relatively assured it would be found.” 


“Your cousin Matthew thinks she hid it,” Ethan said. “Your 
mother glared at everyone 


who touched it last night, and became extremely possessive 
of it.” 


“But if that were the case, she would just tell everyone to 
keep their hands off and put 


it away.” 


“It seems like a weak motive, | agree.” He grabbed a bundle 
of chopped wood. “But she 


does have that extensive box collection. She’s got a real 
thing for tchotchkes, doesn’t she?” 


“Yeah.” | grabbed some wood as well and opened the door 
one-handed. “I once told her 


she needed counseling. It seems too Freudian to ignore.” 


As soon as we walked in, my father threw his hands in the 
air and smiled graciously. 


“Ethan! You’ve saved our lives!” he cried, taking the wood 
from Ethan’s arms. | 


dropped my own pile by the fireplace. Ethan and my father 
immediately discussed ways to 


cook dinner over the fire. My father suggested screwing a 
hook into the fireplace and 


dangling chicken from a string. Ethan nodded appreciatively 
but instead went outside and 


returned with the cooking grate from the Weber, which he 
threw over the wood. 


The two of them immediately worked on producing hot 
drinks. As | fetched 


ingredients for them, | noticed Daniel sitting by himself at 
the kitchen table, armed with 


various screwdrivers as he attacked my parent’s ancient 
butane backpacking stove. 
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| couldn’t believe they still had that thing lying about. We 
went camping once when | 


was young, and that had been a scarring enough experience 
for everyone involved that 


Camping was never considered by a Levinson family 
member again. 


“Is it broken?” | asked, sitting across from Daniel at the 
table. 


Daniel looked up at me anxiously. He was a nervous kind of 
fellow, eyes always darting 


about his face as if he expected a bludgeoning. He was thin, 
like his father, and had the same 


bushy eyebrows. But he still had his hair, which was more 
than could be said for my uncle. 


“It’s not lighting,” he said quietly. “There’s propane in the 
canister. | thought I'd look at 


the inside mechanism.” 


“Ah.” | watched him unscrew the stove with mounting 
apprehension. There were 


wires there -- wires full of fuel -- dangling about, waiting for 
their chance to kill. 


“So what are you doing these days?” | asked, eyeing him 
carefully as the screwdriver 


slid around the square prongs on the stove washer. 


Daniel shrugged. “Same old stuff. Working as a systems 
admin during the day. | have a 


night job as well now, at a print shop. And I’m doing some 
work for a friend of mine’s 


cleaning business on weekends.” 


“Three jobs?” | was shocked. Daniel never seemed to be a 
highly motivated kind of guy. 


Daniel seemed unwilling to accept that the Phillips 
screwdriver would not fit a square 


hole. “I’m in a bit of a financial mess, honestly.” He gave me 
a short, mirthless smile. “I have 


a few debts. | need to work to pay them down.” 


| reached out and grabbed the stove from him, unable to 
help myself. “Let me give it a 


try.” | studied the apparatus, and noticed a small tool 
attached with a clip to the side of the 


stove, which had two prongs shaped identically to those on 
the washer. As | unscrewed it, | 


eyed Daniel sympathetically. “I’m sorry to hear that.” 
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He shrugged again. “It’s my own fault. | made a few bad 
plays at the track three months 


ago and I’m paying for it now. But Thurston Downs opens 
again in spring and I'll be able to 


make my money back then, for sure.” 


“Thurston Downs?” | lifted off the washer and pulled apart 
the stove innards. The felt 


filter inside the stove had folded over. | took off the clip and 
straightened it. 


“It’s a track in California,” Daniel informed me. “Once those 
races begin I should be 


able to make my money back fast.” 


| frowned as | reassembled the stove. “Maybe more betting 
isn’t the solution.” 


“Oh, it’s not a problem,” he said quickly, assuring me that it 
was a problem. “I’ve been 


working on my handicapping system. | can classify 
differences between stalkers and front- 


runners now, and better predict the pace of the race.” 


“Uh-huh.” | had no idea what he was talking about. But as 
Daniel spoke, a light 


gleamed in his eye, and he became instantly more 
animated. 


“Last year | tripled my money just on maiden stakes races 
alone,” he informed me. “l 


used my new system, incorporating training records and 
prior jockey performance. And the 


footing at Thurston makes for more consistent 
performances.” 


“In-ter-est-ing.” | finished reassembling the stove and made 
sure all the parts that 


looked like they needed to be attached to something were 
attached. “That should do it,” | 


said, pushing the stove back toward him. 
Daniel reached for the box of matches. 


“Ventilation,” | reminded him. | cracked open the window 
next to us. A gush of icy air 


shot into the kitchen. 


Daniel lit the stove. After an initial burst of gas that smelled 
like butane, the stove lit, 


producing a lovely, even flame. 


My father walked in. “Daniel! You’ve saved our lives!” he 
cried, patting Daniel on the 


back. 
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“Thanks, Uncle Len,” Daniel mumbled. 


| reached for my coat. “You’re welcome,” | Snapped as | left 
the room. 


* OK OOK OK OX 


| almost broke my neck on the ice as | sneaked around the 
back of the house, but it was 


worth it to have my desperately needed secret cigarette. 


So Daniel was broke. More than broke, it sounded like -- 
deeply in debt. And my uncle 


had said the pushke was full of money. Perhaps it was as 
simple as that? Daniel saw the cash 


he needed, and took it. Or maybe he planned on selling the 
box itself. While it probably had 


no great value, it was old and pretty, and could easily 
attract some homebound box-obsessed 


eBay shopper. 


| stayed outside until my temper froze like the ice. When | 
returned to the house my 


mother made a quick lunch of sandwiches. 


Afterward | looked for an opportunity to tell Ethan my new 
theory, but he was either 


being dragged off to help my father with some pressing 
emergency task, or dragged off by my 


mother to help her lament, or dragged off by my uncle who 
was looking for free medical 


advice about the new growth on his calf. 


My father found a battery-powered radio in the garage, and 
we listened in as reporters 


recounted what they were calling “the storm of the century.” 
The eastern seaboard, from 


New Jersey to Maine, had been pounded by a massive 
blizzard. Hundreds of thousands across 


the region were without power. Emergency vehicles 
struggled through the epic snowfall. 


Forecasters predicted another storm front that evening, and 
dangerously freezing 


temperatures for the rest of the week. The focus of rescue 
efforts was on the populations 


most at risk: the elderly and the very young. All of us sat 
around the living room, feeling 


suddenly grateful despite the fact that our situation 
wouldn’t improve any time soon. 


“At least we have a fireplace,” my father mentioned. 
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“I brought three sweaters,” Aunt Goldie cleverly announced. 


“And there’s a doctor in the house, in case of emergencies,” 
my mother beamed. Ethan 


looked preoccupied. At me. 


In the fading daylight, | headed upstairs to the bathroom 
with a bowl of lukewarm 


water and one of my father’s razors to shave. Despite the 
light from the window and the 


flickering candle, shadows loomed, hiding whiskers and 
pronouncing bones. 


| managed to do a halfway decent job, but toward the end | 
hurried and ended up 


cutting my chin. Ethan walked by just then and heard me 
hiss. He stepped into the dark 


bathroom immediately. 


“Let me see what you’ve done.” Ethan reached out and 
turned my chin toward him. In 


the candlelight | could only see the shine of his eyes, no 
expression. 


“It’s fine. It’s nothing,” | assured him, trying to pull free of 
his grasp. 


He let me go, but then curled his fingers around the collar of 
my shirt, restraining me 


without force. 
“Let me clean it for you.” 


| could feel my face redden. “I’m not a child, Ethan. | can do 
that myself.” 


“I don’t think of you as a child. | just want to help you.” 


“Yeah? Well...no thanks.” His proximity distracted me. A 
flustered euphoria filled me 


with desire and anxiety. 


“Let me have a look, that’s all.” Ethan moved closer. | felt 
the heat of his body as he 


brushed against me in the darkness. 


| stepped back into the chilling darkness. Ethan followed 
me, and | bumped against the 


bathroom wall. 


“What are you doing?” | asked, trying not to sound 
panicked. 


“Trying to kiss you,” Ethan responded, his voice low and 
breathless. 
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“How do you even know I’m single?” | asked. 


Ethan pulled back as if shocked. “You’re not?” His 
expression sank. “Damn it. I’m sorry, 


| gan 
“Just assumed,” | filled in for him. 
He frowned. “No. I just wished.” 


| closed my eyes and tried to conjure the feeling of 
heartbreak at his mockery. | focused 


on what an asshole he used to be, but the memory was 
more distant than the feeling of his 


hands on my sides right now. Memory faded in the presence 
of hot flesh. 


| shook my head. “I just don’t buy it, Ethan. I’ve seen you at 
Doug’s parties before and 


you never showed any sort of interest in me.” 


“That’s not true.” He frowned. “I spent half the night trying 
to talk to you.” 


| recalled him at one of those parties, sitting on the arm of a 
sofa, chatting with our 


friend Doug. The two of them looked my way, and then 
Ethan said something and they both 


laughed. 


| remember how angry | was then. | tried to push at him now 
but found I had no 


energy to do so. 


He swallowed. “I’ve always wanted to approach you more 
overtly. | tried last year. You 


didn’t seem to notice me.” 


“Oh, | noticed you,” | said. “I thought you were laughing at 
me,” 


Ethan frowned. “Laugh at you? | was laughing at myself for 
being such a fool. | 


couldn’t even drum up the courage to ask you to dance.” He 
leaned closer. | could feel his 


breath on my cheek. 


“Why not? You never had any problem approaching dates in 
high school.” 


“That was different,” he said. “I didn’t want them like | want 
you. And you fluster me.” 


| stared at him. “Me? Fluster you? Why?” 
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“Why do you think?” He rubbed his hand over his face. 
“You're funny, and smart, and 


you look amazing. You have one hell of an imagination, and 
have always been true to who 


you are.” 


| nearly contradicted him, citing my own parents as 
irrefutable evidence of my double 


life, but he continued. 


“I’ve always liked you. And ever since | read your novels, | 
can’t stop thinking about 


you. But obviously, I’m a little out of practice at the pickup 
lines.” 


| laughed, but the comment worried me. “You do realize I’m 
not any of my characters, 


right? I’m no jock like Lance, and I can’t save the world like 
Stone. | have no mystical 


powers, or uncompromising sense of duty, or for that 
matter, a rock-hard dick that can come 


ten times a night.” 


To my astonishment, Ethan blushed, and | wondered if he 
really did think of me as my 


character, Brock Mortimer, the insatiable lover. 


| sighed. “Honestly? Two hours into screwing and I’m ready 
for a beer and a nap.” 


Ethan laughed. “Good. Because tests have shown that 
excessive intercourse can lead to 


"m 


| covered his mouth with my hand. “Don’t go there. Let me 
have my delusions.” 


Ethan pulled my hand from his mouth and kissed me. 


| closed my eyes. His tongue slipped between my lips and | 
opened to him. He surged 


inside. His kiss flooded through me. 


“Jonah!” My mother called from just outside the door. 
“Dinner’s ready!” 


We broke apart instantly. My heart raced with the thrill and 
fear of discovery. “Okay, 


Ma, l'Il be down in a minute,” | said breathlessly. Ethan held 
me close, panting against my 


neck. 


My mother retreated, but Ethan made no move to let me 
loose. 


“We should go,” | said. 
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Ethan still clasped me. “Are you in a relationship?” he asked, 
his voice thick. 


“No,” | said finally. | moved past him but Ethan jerked me 
back, my hand trapped in 


his. 


“Jonah,” he said, and his voice broke. He kissed me once 
more and then stepped out 


into the fading light of the hallway. He looked flushed, 
flustered, and for once, uncertain. 
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Chapter Six 


The living room was decked out in candles and flickered with 
the glow from the 


fireplace. It was beautiful, and the table, despite the 
circumstances, was elaborately decked 


with my mother’s finest settings. 


My mother and Rachel had put together a feast despite the 
cooking limitations. Using 


the fire and the backpacking stove, they had cobbled 
together beef-stuffed cabbage, and 


prune and potato tsimis. For dessert we consumed the last 
of the fresh fruit and some stale 


cookies that also probably left the grocer’s shelf around the 
time the cordless phone was 


invented. 


After dinner we gathered in front of the fire instinctively 
seeking the warmth and 


comfort it provided. 
“That was a good dinner,” my uncle begrudgingly admitted. 
“Thank you,” my mother begrudgingly answered. 


“When the power went out last year in Boston, | subsisted 
on matzo and canned beans 


for three days straight,” Matthew told us. 


| shuddered. “Once | spent Passover with the orthodox 
family of my roommate, and we 


had nothing but matzo for a week. | haven’t been able to 
eat it since.” 
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“I make a great egg matzo mash,” Aunt Goldie chimed in. 


“Remember when Mom used to add cinnamon to her eggs?” 
my mother asked her. 


Aunt Goldie rasped in what | assumed was laughter. “Our 
mother was a terrible cook.” 


“Can't be as bad as Aunt Sara’s cabbage rolls,” Daniel said. 
“She thought that putting 


wheat germ with beef was tasty.” 


As we Shared our worst meal stories, the atmosphere 
altered slightly, grew warmer. 


Nothing seemed to bring people together more than bad 
food, and spirits lifted as if, despite 


our differences, we could find common ground among 
shared gastronomical terrors. 


As it started to snow once more, my mother asked Aunt 
Goldie to do the honors and 


light the menorah candles, celebrating the second night of 
Hanukkah. After prayers we once 


again exchanged gifts. 


Tucked in the cushions, behind my back, | had a copy of my 
first bestseller, Situation 


Critical. | had found wrapping paper in the guest room 
closet, and thought that this would be 


a good way to break it to the family. Ethan’s tale about his 
mother’s acceptance made me 


brave, and as | wrapped the book, | had filled with hope and 
expectation. 


But then my parents gave me my gift, a his-and-hers fondue 
set, which baffled me 


completely. 


“We thought it would be romantic,” my mother reasoned, 
pointing out the pink 


spoons. “You know, for you and your future wife.” 


“Thanks,” | said dryly, stuffing the book deeper into the 
cushions. | refused to make eye 


contact with Ethan, but | could feel his judgment. | was 
being a coward, and | knew it, but 


the look on my mother’s face as she spoke about my 
beautiful hypothetical wife knotted my 


stomach. 


At the last minute, | ran upstairs and wrapped the pocket 
electronic Sudoku game | 


carried with me on long plane rides. My mother shared my 
addiction and seemed pleased 


with the present. 
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My parents gave Ethan a set of silver-plated cheese knives. 


“This will go well with Jonah’s fondue set,” Ethan said. He 
looked at me and actually 


winked. 


The night managed to be a relatively merry affair, minus the 
glares emanating from my 


uncle. It was pleasant, but as bedtime loomed, my stomach 
somersaulted in delirious 


anticipation and nerves. Would Ethan kiss me again? | 
wanted him to. But the prospect of 


doing so here, now, with so many people around, left me 
Sweating in fear. Being caught in 


flagrante delicto with Ethan would be the absolute worst 
way to reveal the truth. 


Why did Ethan have to make his move now? After all these 
years -- and with all of us 


trapped inside, tense and worried -- it seemed doomed from 
the outset. 


After everyone retired, | went out for a secret cigarette. 
When I returned to my room, 


Ethan already huddled under the covers of the bed, a single 
candle flickering for me on the 


bedside table. 


| said nothing as | undressed and crawled into my own 
sleeping bag. | felt illogically 


disappointed. So when he spoke, relief coursed through me. 


“Did you find out anything more about motives?" he 
whispered. 


| told him about Daniel. He told me about his conversations 
with my father, but 


nothing pointed to a clear clue. 


“I think it’s got to be Daniel,” Ethan whispered. | could see 
his breath in the air. 


| nestled deeper into my sleeping bag. “Why?” 


“It sounds like he’s hard up for cash,” Ethan responded. 
“Gambling debts have a way of 


making a person lose their morality.” 


“Yeah, but why steal it now?” | whispered back. | propped 
my head on one hand and 


stared at Ethan. “He could have taken it any time back at 
home. It resided on the counter. 


Why steal it after his father gave it to my family?” 
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Ethan shrugged. “To have someone to blame? At his house, 
it would be either him or 


Rachel.” 


“And it’s not like the pushke is big enough to hold a vast 
sum of coins,” | said. “All this 


trouble for what -- ten dollars at the most? -- I’m not so 
sure.” 


“True,” Ethan said. 


“Unless he thinks he can sell it on eBay or something. Even 
then, hardly worth the 


trouble.” 


“Maybe he thinks it’s worth more than it is,” Ethan 
reasoned. “People often think their 


cherished family heirlooms are priceless treasures.” 


“And then they go on Antiques Roadshow and realize their 
ancestors were fools,” | 


said. Ethan laughed. 


“It could just as easily be my mother, though.” | sighed. “l 
don’t think you appreciate 


how intensely she loves little boxes.” 
“That’s Daniel’s theory,” Ethan said. 


“My mother has had her eyes on that pushke since before | 
was born, and she doesn’t 


trust Uncle Al as far as she could throw him.” 


“Has your uncle ever done anything like that before? Given 
something and taken it 


back?” Ethan asked. He propped his head up on his hand as 
well. | felt like a little kid at 


camp, whispering in the dark, our breaths mingling in the 
frigid air, gossiping about those 


asleep around us. 
“Not as far as | know, but he’s crafty like that,” | told him. 


Ethan sighed. “I have to say, you’re not showing a lot of 
loyalty toward your mother 


with such an accusation.” 


| stiffened. “Just because she’s my mother doesn’t mean 
she’s incapable of crime.” 


Ethan frowned. “You don’t trust her?” 
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| leaned back and stared up at the ceiling. “Yes. | trust her. 
But she doesn’t trust me. 


And so she might lie to me for what she would consider a 
higher cause.” 


Ethan was silent fora moment. When he spoke, his voice 
was rougher, as he got 


Sleepier. “You have a very different relationship with your 
mother than | had with mine.” 


“Yeah, that’s because your mother loved you.” 


“Your mother loves you too, Jonah. She just worries. | doubt 
there’s anything you can 


do that will stop her from loving you, or from worrying about 
you.” 


| sighed. “Coming out might put an end to both those 
things.” 


“I doubt it. Like | said, she knows that I’m gay, and has not 
changed the way she treats 


me at all.” 


“Yes, but that’s different,” | said. “You aren’t her son. | am. 
What might be acceptable 


for other people’s children is not acceptable for her own.” | 
didn’t want to discuss it any 


longer. “You can’t understand.” 


“Explain it to me then,” Ethan said. 


| huffed a cloud of cold air. “You have no idea what it’s like 
to spend your whole life 


being a disappointment. To know you will never give your 
parents the joy they deserve, and 


know that, no matter how hard you try, you will fail their 
expectations.” | swallowed, feeling 


more emotional than | had in years. “I made a decision long 
ago to live my life for myself. 


They can take it or leave it. And I’m happy with the choices 
I’ve made. But I’ve let them 


down, just being myself. And that doesn’t make coming 
home any easier, or their constant 


criticism of my life any more bearable. So, yes, maybe I’m 
overly critical of my mother. But 


it’s only after thirty years of having her critique me.” 


Ethan said nothing. The silence hung over us. And then | 
heard the bed squeak. The 


candle was so low | couldn’t see anything but shadow. But 
then I felt heat, and weight, and 


let out a small yelp of surprise as he forced his way into my 
Sleeping bag. 


“Let me in. It’s freezing,” he said, teeth chattering. 
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“The bed is bigger,” | said. 


“Yeah, but | want to hold you, and you've already refused 
the bed.” 


We tried to maneuver ourselves into the bag, but it wasn’t 
working. Soon we were 


laughing, trying to do up the zipper, and then realized he 
was too long. 


“Fuck this,” | said, feeling like a kid at camp once more. 
“Move.” | pushed him out and 


then hopped the sleeping bag onto the bed. “We'll use 
every cover we have.” 


Ethan joined me in the bed, and we unzipped the sleeping 
bag completely and threw it 


over the comforter, adding another layer of heat. 


| drew close to his body, against my will. | couldn’t help it. 
He was big enough to dent 


the bed and force me to roll to the lowest point. And his 
warmth was too inviting to ignore. 


We both lay there in silence and stillness for a moment. My 
heart raced, but my body 


grew languid, drunk on his explosive body heat, on the 
smell of him. My brain still tried to 


process the fact that the esteemed Dr. Ethan Rosenberg had 
his arm around my shoulder, his 


cock beginning to poke at my thigh. 


“I’m sorry,” he said, breaking the silence. 
“For what?” | whispered back. 


“For shoving you into lockers. And calling you a fag. And 
basically acting like | was 


better than you, all those years.” 


“It was a long time ago,” | said, but the power of his words 
stretched across time, 


seemed to heal the me of twelve years ago like a balm. 


“Yeah, and | should have said it then instead of now.” Ethan 
tilted his head toward 


mine. We stared at each other in the darkness, foreheads 
only a few inches from each other. 


“Thank you,” | said at last. “And I’m sorry too.” 
“For what?” 

“For calling you an asshole doctor.” 
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“That’s okay.” 

“Even though, technically, that is what you are.” 


Ethan chuckled. His breath was hot on my cheek. For a 
second, a warning flashed 


through my mind. This will only lead to your humiliation. 


Instead of listening to the warning, | closed the distance 
between us and kissed him. 


Ethan’s entire body surged around me, enveloping me, his 
arms tightening around my 


back as he pulled me closer and thrust his tongue inside. He 
tasted like toothpaste. His rough 


jaw and hungry lips ground against mine, and at once it was 
too much and too perfect. | 


succumbed to his strength and will. 


Our bare legs rubbed against each other, the hot friction of 
hair and skin. He rolled on 


top of me and drove his hips to meet mine. Our cocks found 
each other despite the layers of 


underwear and | moaned into his mouth. 


His hands found their way under my T-shirt. They roughly 
slid down my chest, 


stopping to flick my nipples as they descended lower. He 
lifted his palm and skimmed the 


hair around my navel, and then stroked my flank. 


| lifted the hem of his shirt and he obliged me by pulling 
back just enough to remove it 


entirely. | undressed as well, the cold air shocking as we 
briefly emerged from under the 


blankets. 


“Fuck, it’s cold!” he whispered, laughing. His legs bumbled 
against mine as he peeled 


off his underwear. As soon as we were both naked | yanked 
the cover back over us, 


enveloping us once more in darkness and heat. 


| threw my leg over his hip and pressed myself into him. Our 
hands met around our 


cocks and built a rhythm. | found his mouth once more and 
kissed him until | was breathless, 


until the pressure built, our bodies straining, pushing 
against each other, writhing to increase 


the friction. Precum lubricated our cocks as we stroked each 
other, and then Ethan went 


rigid, his entire body tensing against me, and wet, sticky 
heat spurted into my palm, coated 
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the top of my prick. He gave me two more tugs and | 
exploded, semen shooting between our 


chests. | shuddered with the feeling of release. 


For a moment, | lay still, dead to the world, my body pulsing 
with pleasure. 


We slid against each other, our chest hair slick with cum. He 
kissed me again, and | felt 


him smiling even though | couldn’t see it. 


“I’ve wanted to do that for a very long time,” Ethan 
admitted. 


And even though | felt the same, | didn’t say it out loud. | 
kept my thoughts to myself, 


but as I lay there, | could hear my heart whisper to my mind, 
this is better than you 


imagined. Keep this. Just this. 
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Chapter Seven 


A bloodcurdling scream startled me awake the next 
morning. As | jerked upright, | 


dislodged the heavy weight of Ethan’s thigh, draped across 
my hips, and he sat up as well. 


“What the hell was that?” | asked, rubbing my face into 
wakefulness. 


Ethan blinked sleepily, dazed. 


Someone screamed again. Ethan and | looked at each other, 
and then simultaneously 


bolted out of the bed. 


We both fumbled into our clothes and ran down the hall. The 
scream came from the 


guest room, Aunt Goldie’s room. 


We burst through the door just as my parents rounded the 
corner. Goldie sat up in the 


bed, pointing and screaming at the closet. 
“Burglar! A burglar!” she cried. 


Uncle Al appeared on the scene, a broom grasped in his 
hand. “What happened? What 


happened?” 


Goldie’s finger shook as she pointed to the closet. “There’s 
a man in my room! A thief!” 


We all stared at the closet. Uncle Al raised the broom like a 
sword. 
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And out came Matthew. 


“| just wanted some wrapping paper.” He held aloft a roll of 
blue-and-white paper. 


| laughed, but my mother threw a pillow at her sister. 
“For this you wake up the entire household? Your son?” 


“| didn’t know who he was!” Goldie cried. “I wasn’t wearing 
my glasses!” 


Matthew looked annoyed. “I didn’t want to wake you. | 
accidentally ripped the 


wrapping on your present.” 


My mother looked beside herself. “As if there isn’t enough 
calamity in this household!” 


Uncle Al appeared disappointed, and still held his broom 
ready to strike. 


“You should announce yourself in your mother’s room,” 
Goldie told Matthew. “Don’t 


be such a sneak.” 


“So much for me trying to be nice,” Matthew mumbled. He 
reached back into the 


closet and pulled out a box. “Do you want to explain to 
everyone what this is doing here, 


then?” 


| didn’t recognize it at first -- it hadn’t been mine for very 
long, and it was far from 


being a treasured possession -- but my mother recognized it 
instantly. 


“That’s Jonah’s fondue set!” she gasped. 


“I found it in Mother’s bag,” Matthew admitted. He shook his 
head. “Honestly, Mom, 


you really need to stop hiding things.” 
“I thought it was mine,” Aunt Goldie said. 
“It says ‘To Jonah’ on it!” my mother cried. 


We stood around awkwardly until Uncle Al threw down the 
broom and lunged into 


the closet to search the rest of Goldie’s belongings. 
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We did indeed discover that my aunt was something of a 
klepto. Along with my new 


fondue set, she had also acquired Rachel’s lip balm, one my 
mother’s knitting needles, a 


cheese grater from the kitchen, and Ethan’s stethoscope. 


But a thorough search revealed no pushke. At this point, my 
poor aunt was crying, 


Shaking her head. “I don’t know how these things get into 
my bag, honestly! I just looked at 


them. The grater is such a pleasing shape!” 


| felt bad for her. We all acknowledged that Goldie was 
senile, but the others seemed 


reluctant to respect the less than amusing sides of her 
disability. When Uncle Al finished 


searching every square inch of the room, he left, as did the 
rest of the crowd, to find 


breakfast or light new candles, because the power was still 
out. 


| stayed behind, sitting on the edge of my aunt’s bed, and 
tried to cheer her up. 


“It’s okay, Aunt Goldie,” | told her, patting her wrinkled 
hand. “You can have the 


fondue set.” 


“I don’t even want it, that’s the problem,” she said tearfully. 
“I don’t mean to be the 


way | am! | just forget that | have a hold of things. And then 
| forget they aren’t mine, and | 


put them places. And then | forget | put them there.” 


“Don’t worry about it. It happens to everyone. It happens to 
me occasionally, and l'm a 


third your age.” 


Goldie sniffed, and then patted my hand back. “You were 
always a kind boy, Jonah. 


You've got goodness deep inside you.” 


| smiled. Goldie looked around confusedly. “But | don’t know 
where | put my glasses.” 


“You're wearing them.” | adjusted them for her. 
“Is Matthew all right?” she asked quietly. 


“Even if Uncle Al got him with the broom, | doubt he did 
more than brush him clean.” 


“And Moe?” 

“Uncle Moe’s dead, Aunt Goldie.” 
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“Oh. That’s right. | always forget.” She looked down at our 
clasped hands, appearing on 


the verge of tears. “It’s hard to remember the things we 
don’t want to.” 


| wished I could say the same. But it seemed like my head 
was filled with all the 


poisonous memories that ate away at my confidence and 
my beliefs in those around me. 


Even now, with Ethan’s release dried on my skin, the taste 
of his skin fresh in my mouth, | 


could conjure half a dozen insults and bad memories in a 
moment. It wasn’t easy to forge a 


new future on such a rocky, untrustworthy past. 


“| don’t want everyone to be angry at me,” Goldie said 
quietly. 


“They aren’t,” | assured her. “They were simply startled.” | 
could tell my aunt was still 


agitated though. Recalling that she used to love playing 
dreidel with us kids when we were 


younger, | fetched our old wooden dreidel and the candied 
gelt from last night’s dinner and 


brought them upstairs. 


The playing surface wasn’t ideal; Goldie sat in her 
nightgown and bathrobe, hidden 


under a mountain of bedsheets. Our breaths were visible in 
the freezing morning air. But | 


laid volume E of an ancient encyclopedia set between us on 
the bed and we used that as the 


Surface aS we spun. 


| had only fetched two bags of chocolate gelt. Aunt Goldie 
spun the gimel letter 


repeatedly, which meant she got the whole pot. Within 
minutes | was disastrously losing, 


and she sat beaming in her bedclothes, surrounded by 
chocolate. 


“| think this dreidel is loaded,” | mumbled. 


She laughed. “You just need to know how to spin. It’s all in 
the wrist!” 


| soun again, and while it stayed aloft a lovely length of 
time, it fell once more on the 


letter shin, so | had to put more into the pot. 


“At this rate, l'Il be out of chocolate before the sun has fully 
risen,” | told her. 


She chuckled and rolled another gimel. 
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“lII put some chocolate in.” Matthew entered, and sat on 
the bed as well. He dropped a 


bag of chocolate coins beside me. “We'll split my massive 
profits.” He reached out and 


touched his mother’s arm. “Sorry | gave you a scare.” 


“Just don’t go sneaking around!” Goldie scolded him, but her 
eyes were keenly focused 


on the dreidel. “Go on then! Spin!” 


Rachel found us, and so did Daniel, and we all crowded on 
the queen-size bed, playing 


dreidel with crazy Aunt Goldie, until she laughed and 
appeared oblivious of the morning’s 


trauma. When we ran out of chocolate, Daniel suggested we 
play for real coins. 


“Nothing big,” he said, reacting to Rachel’s instant glare. 
“Just coins. Pennies even.” 


“No gambling, Dan,” Rachel scolded him. 


“It’s just a friendly game,” he said. “Look. I’ve got lots of 
pennies myself. l'Il just share 


what I have.” He reached into the back pocket of his jeans 
and pulled out an impressive 


fistful of change. 


He distributed his money among us. But when he played his 
first quarter, Rachel’s eyes 


went wide. 

“You asshole!” she cried. 

Daniel scowled. “What’s your problem now?” 
“That’s my quarter!” 

“How the hell do you know that?” Daniel scowled. 


Matthew, Goldie, and | watched in silence. 


“Look! It has white nail polish on the corner! That’s from my 
prom night, | remember!” 


“Maybe you owed me money and gave it to me,” Daniel 
said, although he looked 


unsure himself. 


Ethan heard the yelling and stepped inside the doorway. He 
looked at me pointedly. 


70 
Astrid Amara 


| could feel his look, it sank through me, but | dismissed the 
feeling and tilted my head 


toward Daniel so he would identify the focus of the rage. 
“Honestly, Rach, | didn’t --” 


“| put that money in the pushke!” Rachel cried, now 
standing. 


“Oh come on!” Daniel shouted, now standing as well. “You 
can’t identify a single coin! 


It could have come from anywhere.” 
“I only wore white nail polish on prom!” 


“And maybe the cashier at the gas station wears it all the 
time, and she gave it to me, 


because it’s my quarter.” 


“Everyone just calm down,” | said loudly, ushering them 
both out of the room. | saw 


Aunt Goldie’s apprehension returning, and | wanted to keep 
her in a cheery mood. “It’s 


twenty-five cents.” 
“But if he took it from the pushke --” Rachel started. 


“Go help my mother with breakfast,” | told Daniel. | turned 
to Rachel. “And don’t say a 


word of this to your father. We don’t need him shouting 
accusations all over the place.” 


Rachel frowned. “But I’m sure --” 


“Can you light the fire downstairs or something? It’s 
freezing.” 


Rachel took a deep breath and stared at me. “Daniel has a 
real problem, you know.” She 


said it softly, and then turned and left in a huff. 
Ethan and | stood in the hallway. 
“Well well,” he said quietly. “The plot thickens.” 


“It’s a quarter with a spot on it,” | said. “Hardly the 
equivalent of a DNA scan.” 


“But it’s a clue,” Ethan said, holding up a finger. He grinned. 
| shook my head. “You really are enjoying this, aren’t you?” 


“I’ve always wanted to be a detective,” he admitted. 
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“Great. Well, hone your secrecy skills by making some 
excuse up to my parents for my 


disappearance. I’m going off to have a smoke.” 


“Emphysema will lead to gasping, coughing, and give you 
cyanosis, a bluish tint to the 


skin.” 


“Something to look forward to, then.” | sneaked out the 
back of the house when my 


mother wasn’t watching. 


Outside the air was biting and frigid, and the roads looked 
worse than the day before. | 


considered walking into town, but then realized it was over 
six miles, given the size of the 


suburb, and there would be nothing plowed or salted along 
the way. 


The first day trapped in the house had a collective, excited, 
knuckle-down energy to it 


that inspired us all to be productive and solve problems. We 
solved eating. We solved heat. | 


even somewhat solved my Ethan anxieties. 


But the second day of being trapped without diversion 
proved to be far less interesting. 


The novelty was wearing off, fast. 


Every one of us ventured outside at some point that 
afternoon, as if we could go 


somewhere, or do something. But my parents were miles 
from anything resembling a 


distraction. Ethan, Rachel, and | attempted to construct a 
snowman but it ended up being 


more of an ice man given the materials at our frozen 
disposal. By the time we finished rolling 


the head, we were done. A bitter wind punctured layers of 
clothing like needles. My cheeks 


burned. My eyes felt scratchy and dry from the cold. 


Lunch was a paltry affair. The radio informed us that the 
storm had not yet abated and 


would be returning that afternoon. 


By five, the sky darkened and snow blew into the 
neighborhood in noisy expulsions of 


wind. The flames in the fireplace wavered frantically as wind 
howled down the chimney and 


shook the windowpanes. 
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The oppressive weather inspired my mother to put in extra 
effort for that evening 


meal, and | helped her. We concocted chickpea nahit using 
cans of garbanzo beans, and 


served this with rice, canned corn, and the last of the butter 
and bread. After we finished the 


meal all of us remained seated at the table. Safety sheltered 
there, near the shamash and the 


three lit candles of the menorah, surrounded by evidence of 
a hot meal. But in the shadows, 


cold and boredom loomed. 


We opened gifts around the table. Aunt Goldie gave 
Matthew a lovely leather journal 


that | have to say | felt momentarily jealous of. 
“This will be really great for work,” Matthew announced. 
“You're doing what now, studying?” my father asked him. 


“I finished my degree in art history and now work at the 
Boston Art Museum as 


assistant to the curator,” Matthew said proudly. 


“Art. That’s a wonderful hobby,” my mother said. 
“Remember, the great Rabbi Hillel 


once said, ‘It is through art that we can realize our 
perfection.’” 


Ethan nearly spat out his drink. “I think that was Oscar 
Wilde, actually.” 


Matthew laughed. 


“Was it?” my mother shook her head. “I always get those 
two confused.” 


At this | laughed as well, but my mother scowled. “It’s good 
to know a little art. Jonah, 


you should study art.” 


“Yes, Mother. l'Il work on the art history as soon as I’m 
finished with med school.” 


“This art historian career. Are there nice ladies involved?” 
my mother asked. 


Matthew shrugged. “The curator is a woman. She 
specialized in early nineteenth- 


century neoclassicism, and | focused on postimpressionism, 
but we find common ground.” 


My mother raised her eyebrows at me, as if saying, “See? 
Another potential bride 


missed by your lack of interest in art history.” 
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Matthew gave Aunt Goldie a necklace for her gift, although | 
noted with curiosity that 


it wasn’t wrapped in blue-and-white paper. So which present 
of his used the paper he took 


from the closet? Was he planning on us being snowed in for 
the entirety of the holiday? 


| gave my parents my expensive earphones for their gift. At 
this rate, | would be out all 


of my own valued possessions. On the other hand, my only 
other choice at present was a 


half-consumed bag of gummy bears and small packets of 
airplane crackers. 


My present from my parents consisted of two identical 
sweaters, one in green and one 


in blue. 
“Thanks,” | said. 


“Your father said green made you look nauseated,” my 
mother informed me. “But | 


think blue makes you look gaunt, like you have a fatal 
illness.” 


“Thanks.” 


“So we decided to get you both of them because we just 
couldn’t choose. You are so 


hard to shop for, Jonah. You’re worse than Mrs. 
Mandelbaum’s stepdaughter Lisa. Remember 


her? She spends a fortune every month on clothes, and she 
still looks like a mop.” 


“Thanks.” 
“If you don’t like them, we can return them,” she added. 


“| love them.” 


“Even though it will take me hours to find the receipt. And 
the ladies at the store are 


obnoxious when you return things.” 
“That’s fine.” 


“And it takes hours to get customer service. Absolutely 
hours. It’s a nightmare, that 


store. | wouldn’t set foot in it again if | didn’t have to.” 
“|I won’t make you.” 


“But it’s the only store for men like you, you know. Thin 
men.” 
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| imagined that the store was called “Small and Gaunt” and 
visualized the line of 


mothers all tsking their way down the aisles with especially 
bulky sweaters. 


We were all unusually quiet by the time the menorah 
candles burned down. No one 


felt like talking anymore. With all the silence, | was certain 
someone could hear my heart 


beating, because the sound deafened me. | stole glances to 
Ethan, who never looked back. He 


helped my mother and cracked jokes with my father but 
gave no outward sign that anything 


had changed between the two of us. 


| cautioned myself. | shouldn’t be disappointed. | didn’t want 
to have too much hope. 


Hope hurt. Hope kicked you in the face and then took your 
money. And even if you had no 


money it took your driver’s license and you had to wait 
three hours at the DMV for a new 


one. Hope was like that -- crushing things randomly for the 
hell of it. 


So Ethan and | had fooled around. He said he liked me. Big 
deal. That didn’t mean 


anything. If there had been any consistency in Ethan’s 
character over the years | had known 


him, it was that he could be heartless and cruel at the drop 
of a hat. Did we ever truly change 


from the people we were back in high school? What was the 
likelihood that Ethan had truly 


evolved? And, for that matter, how likely was it that | was 
any different from that anxious, 


self-conscious boy in the ill-fitting trousers? 


My heart was making a mighty attempt to depart out my 
throat by the time we all 


turned in for the night and | stepped through the doorway of 
my old room. 


| shut the door and Ethan immediately pushed me against 
the wall and kissed me, hard. 


My lips felt bruised from the previous night. | didn’t care. His 
fumbling, hungry 


strength was exactly the thing | needed after a night of 
polite frustration and self-doubt. My 


heart still beat wildly, but lost its interest in escaping. 


| yanked his shirt off his shoulders. The frigid air broke 
Ethan’s skin out into goose 


bumps. 


“Let’s get under the covers,” | gasped, breaking from his 
kiss. 
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My head hit the wall and | groaned. | imagined it -- the 
sound, the sensation, Ethan 


ramming hard, his cock stiff and warm, filling me, as | stood 
pinned and open to his assault. 


He kissed me again and my head hit the wall once more. 


“What are you doing in there?” My uncle cried out from the 
sewing room next door. 


“You can’t hide your treasure in the walls, l'Il find it!” he 
rasped. It sounded like he was still 


asleep. 
Ethan laughed into my shoulder. 


“For fuck’s sake,” | whispered back. “It never ends with this 
guy.” 


Ethan grabbed the front of my shirt and turned me around, 
pushing me down onto the 


bed, which thankfully didn’t squeak. 


“Real quiet, then,” he whispered to me. He loomed over me, 
reaching down to 


unbutton my trousers. 


He undressed me efficiently, and for a moment | felt like a 
patient in the ER. Ethan’s 


expression was hard to read by candlelight, but his dark and 
dilated eyes watched me as if | 


were about to do something dangerous. 


Naked from the waist down, | felt exposed, my knees up in 
the air, ass on display 


before him. My cock wept at the cold but stayed stiff, 
looking for some nearby source of heat 


to plunge into. 
Ethan, still a gentleman, accommodated me. 


He opened his mouth and swallowed my cock with hungry 
enthusiasm. | fisted the 


blankets, writhing in delight. | watched, unbelieving, as 
Ethan Rosenberg, the Ethan 


Rosenberg, lay between my spread legs, one palm urging 
my legs wider, another caressing 


my balls, as his tongue swiped across the tip and lapped up 
the drop of moisture building 


there, before taking me deep inside. 
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| tightened my ass and lifted my hips up, pushing myself 
into his mouth. | had to claw 


the bedsheets to keep from shouting. A coil of pleasure 
wound tighter and tighter within me, 


ready to spring, but then he slowed his pace and pulled 
back slightly. He sucked each testicle 


into his mouth. 

“Oh shit!” | whispered. 

He pulled back. “What’s wrong?” 
“Nothing. Don’t stop. So good.” 


Ethan laughed, and then pulled me back into his mouth, 
tonguing my slit and then 


Swiping over the crown. 


He took me deep into his throat and | let go, pumping 
repeatedly, ecstasy coursing 


through me like some mythical power. | could do anything. | 
was beyond this world. 


Ethan caught his breath, his face in my crotch, smiling 
happily. He took deep breaths. 


“You smell fantastic.” 


“Yeah?” | tugged on his arm. “Let me see.” | cradled his face 
and sniffed along his lips. 


He smelled like Cum and musk and Ethan. | kissed him. 


He ground his hips down against mine. His long cock bulged 
through his trousers. 


“Take off your pants and come up here,” | said huskily. He 
quickly complied. He knelt 


with a knee on each side of my head. His balls and his cock 
hung over my face. | reached up 


and rubbed them, and then pulled his cock toward my lips 
to lick the tip. 


“Jonah,” he whispered achingly. His voice caught. “That’s so 
good.” 


| began to move my mouth over his cock, sliding him into 
me. One hand held him to 


me, the other caressed his legs and thighs. 


The deeper | took him, the more his balls dropped onto my 
face, and for a moment | 


felt suffocated with him, surrounded by him, and the heavy 
weight of his sac and smell of 


him got me hard again. | sped up my rhythm, taken by my 
own mounting desire. 
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Ethan came with a little gasp of surprise and then | had to 
swallow repeatedly as his 


thick climax spurt down my throat. 


Ethan silently climbed off of me and reached down for the 
comforter, which he pulled 


over both of us. He kissed me, and then gave me one of 
those pure, heartfelt smiles that used 


to break my heart back in high school. 
“Amazing,” he said, and then he yawned. 


| laughed. “Glad you liked it.” My heart subsided into a 
normal rhythm. It felt large and 


stuffed full of treacherous hope. 


| was too tired to convince it otherwise, and fell asleep 
instead. 
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Chapter Eight 


On the fourth morning of Hanukkah, | awoke shortly before 
dawn, probably because 


Ethan had stolen all the covers in the middle of the night 
and | verged on hypothermia. | 


added this to Ethan’s growing list of endearing “flaws” and 
took advantage of my early rising 


by making everyone breakfast. 


| was halfway through scrambling the last of the eggs ina 
pan over the backpacking 


stove when my mother entered the kitchen, still in her 
housecoat and blue feathery slippers. 


She frowned at me. | looked down instinctively to see if | 
had spilled something on 


myself. | wore my new green sweater, grateful for the 
warmth and less worried about its 


unattractive kimono sleeves. 
“So what’s wrong with the blue sweater then?” she asked. 


“I can’t win with you, can |?” | said, exasperated. | turned 
back to my eggs, feeling 


frustrated at the prospect of another day in this house. 


My mother peered over my shoulder. “You’re making eggs?” 


| nodded. 
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“If you find any that look suspicious, give them to your 
Uncle Al, he’s driving me 


crazy.” She shuffled over to the counter, sniffed, and noticed 
that | had already made coffee. 


Her expression changed slightly. 


“That’s nice of you,” she said. | waited for the requisite 
rebuttal to follow, but instead, 


all | heard was her pouring herself a cup. “There’s powdered 
creamer in the cupboard if you 


want any.” 
“| thought Dad refused to use that stuff,” | said. 


“Well, when you brought that jar over last time you visited it 
stayed around until we 


ran out of milk and he finally used it. Now he secretly buys it 
so he doesn’t have to admit he 


likes it.” 


That was so like my family. Better to keep the things we 
care about secret than risk 


exposing them to ridicule. 


The thought sent a surge of sickness through me. | was the 
one holding back the 


greatest secret. 


“Are you still in that apartment with the mold?” my mother 
asked. 


“In Seattle? No, | moved to a much nicer place. It has a 
guest room. You could come 


and stay if you’d like.” As soon as the words were out | 
wanted to kick myself. 


“We wouldn’t want to invade your privacy,” my mother said. 
She looked at me and | 


swear there was a glimmer of something there -- something 
almost like pride. “I know you 


are a very private man, Jonah. | don’t want to get in the way 
of that.” 


| stared at her. 
“The eggs are burning,” she reminded me. 
| stirred. 


“You know, your father and | worry about you,” she 
continued, “but we don’t want to 


bother you.” 
| swallowed. “I know that.” 


80 


Astrid Amara 

“We just want you to be safe and happy.” 
“Well, | am. Both.” 

“That’s all | want,” she said. 


“Well, that may be all I can provide,” | answered, laughing 
nervously. 


“Your father and | were arguing about whether you were all 
right, when you came 


home.” 
“You were?” | asked. 


She nodded. “Just as the power went out. We were in the 
kitchen here with Goldie. 


Your father said you looked unhappy. | said you were just 
tired from all that travel. I’m glad 


to hear that your father was wrong once again.” She gave a 
little laugh. 


| was intrigued by the fact that she had just placed herself, 
my father, and my Aunt 


Goldie in the kitchen when the power went out. That meant 
that none of them could have 


been in the living room, stealing the pushke. It seemed like 
the kind of evidence Ethan 


would get excited about. 


As | thought of Ethan, it suddenly occurred to me that there 
could be a way to easily 


transition to my orientation if | could bring up the topic of 
Ethan’s homosexuality. 


“So do you know if Ethan’s seeing anybody?” | asked 
casually. | flipped the scrambled 


eggs into a bowl | had covered with a towel to keep them 
warm, and cracked three more into 


the pan. 


My mother started chopping tomatoes. “Should we put 
these in the scrambled eggs or 


serve them on the side?” 


“On the side,” | said, “you know Dad doesn’t like tomatoes.” 
| turned back to my eggs. 


“You could be a little less obvious in not answering my 
question, you know.” 


“The last | heard, he was single,” she said after another 
pause. 


“Have you met any of his dates before?” | asked neutrally. 
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“No, but his mother thought he had good taste.” My mother 
handed me two more eggs. 


This talking around the issue drove me mad. “You know he’s 
gay, right?” | asked 


quietly. 


“Well of course | do! You don’t think he’d keep that from his 
mother, would you?” 


| felt like | had been stabbed. What kind of person was |, 
keeping something so 


important from my own mother? 


My mother shook her head. “It’s just a shame that he won’t 
be a father, though. He 


would be such a good one. You too. | can’t wait until you 
have children of your own. | dream 


about it, you know.” 


| closed my eyes. “Mom...” | swallowed. The words were on 
the tip of my tongue. Just 


Say it. 


“Still no sign of the pushke?” My uncle suddenly came in, 
dressed in both sweater and 


coat. 


“| heard on the radio that the highway has been plowed,” 
Matthew said, entering as 


well. “I need to leave soon -- I’m supposed to be back at 
work on Monday.” 


“What? You don’t have all of Hanukkah off?” my uncle 
complained. 


“Are you going to leave me here then?” Goldie asked, 
coming in moments later, 


wearing her nightgown and a comforter draped over her 
shoulders. 


“No, Mom,” Matthew said. “I’d just go and see if | could get 
some supplies. And check 


the roads to see if we can make it back to Boston together.” 


Within minutes half the household appeared in the kitchen, 
bumbling around for 


glasses, snacking on crackers, looking yearningly at the 
growing plate of eggs. | had missed 


my opportunity to speak with my mother. So | finished 
cooking breakfast instead and 


thought about how | would broach the subject later. 
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Ethan was still sleeping when I went up to fetch him. 


| sat beside him on the bed and ran my hand through his 
hair. “Rise and shine, Doctor. 


Time for breakfast.” 


Ethan mumbled something that sounded vaguely obscene 
and rolled over. 


“By the way, | think I’ve concluded that it couldn’t be my 
mother, father, or my Aunt 


Goldie who took the pushke. They were in the kitchen when 
the power went out.” 


Ethan still didn’t stir. Even the prospect of further sleuthing 
didn’t inspire him? | 


pulled the comforter down. He pulled it back over his head 
again. 


“Get up,” | said. 

“No.” 

“| made eggs. There’s even coffee.” 
He still didn’t stir. 


“And if you get up, we could start looking through 
everyone’s stuff and search for 


clues.” 


He threw off the comforter at this, and ran a hand over his 
rough cheeks. He squinted 


at me even though there were only the beginnings of 
sunlight in the room. 


“You want to?” 


| shrugged. “It’s the only way to be sure of someone’s guilt.” 


He smiled crookedly. 


| shook my head. “A hot meal doesn’t motivate you, but 
rifling through other people’s 


stuff gets you out of bed in no time.” 


Ethan laughed. | checked to make sure | shut the bedroom 
door and then kissed him. 


He tasted sleepy, his skin warm and soft. 


“Come on,” | said, dragging him out of bed. “Sherlock 
Holmes hardly slept on a case.” 


“He was also high on cocaine.” But Ethan followed me 
diligently to breakfast. 
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During the rest of the day, it was difficult finding chances to 
sneak into everyone’s 


room. But as my family made forages outside, or fed the 
ravenous fire, or read, or slept near 


the sole heat source in the house, Ethan and | took 
advantage of the opportunities provided 


to poke around. 


We started with the living room after breakfast, hastily 
shuffling through Rachel’s 


Suitcase. We found nothing of interest, and didn’t bother 
with the rest of the room since my 


mother and uncle had already arduously been over it. 


We searched Daniel and Matthew’s room next. | noticed that 
among a small stash of 


presents for his mother, Matthew had one wrapped with our 
family’s blue and white paper. 


And it was for himself. 


“Who gives themselves a present for Hanukkah?” | asked, 
bewildered. 


“More bizarre, who wraps a present for themselves?” Ethan 
responded. 


Near Daniel’s belongings, we found a small paper bag full of 
coins. 


“Probably from a slot machine,” Ethan reasoned. 


| shook my head. “What slot machine pays out in nickels, 
dimes, and quarters? And 


why bring it to our house in a paper sack?” 
“Odd,” Ethan agreed. 


Aunt Goldie’s guest room had already been turned upside 
down by Uncle Al, which 


only left his room and my parents to paw through. But they 
were frequently occupied. Only 


Shortly before dinner, as my uncle went outside to turn over 
his car engine and my mother 


and father wrestled through a crossword, did we find a 
chance to sneak in. 


“How much time do we have?” Ethan asked, taking the 
stairs two at a time. 


“Not much,” | said, “unless it’s the Sunday crossword. 
Otherwise my Dad can finish it 


in mere minutes.” 

“Then let’s search your parents’ room first,” he suggested. 
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Once inside, Ethan found it amusing that | refused to look 
through my parents’ 


drawers. 
“What are you afraid of?” he asked, smirking. 


“Everything,” | said with a shudder. “What if | found 
something | can’t reconcile with 


the people who gave birth to me? A cock ring, or a picture of 
some other woman? | would be 


scarred for life.” 


“Fine, l'Il look in the dresser. You take the bedside table 
drawers.” 


“That’s worse. That’s where ointments could be stored.” 


“Be strong, Jonah.” 


“And for the record, I’m a little weirded out by the idea of 
my boyfriend looking 


through my mother’s underwear drawer.” | pulled open my 
father’s bedside table drawer 


with dread. Inside | found a Torah, several cruise pamphlets, 
a flashlight, and dental floss. 


Relief flooded me. 


| didn’t hear Ethan opening drawers. | turned around and 
caught my breath, as he was 


standing right behind me. 
“What?” | asked suspiciously. 


He looked very pleased with himself. “You called me your 
boyfriend.” 


“Yeah? Well, | didn’t mean it.” 
Ethan frowned. “You didn’t?” 


| took a deep breath. “Maybe | did. Do you want me to mean 
it?” 


Ethan reached out and touched my shoulder. “Yeah.” 


Something fluttered around in my throat. “Great then. 
That’s settled.” | could barely 


speak. | moved to my mother’s side of the bedroom, excited 
and nervous and feeling 


extremely embarrassed all of a sudden. | could feel Ethan’s 
eyes gazing over me. | swallowed 


down my flitting emotions and opened my mother’s bedside 
table drawer. 
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“What is it?” Ethan whispered. He rushed to the other side 
of the bed and stared down. 


My mother’s drawer was full of children’s drawings and 
clippings from my elementary 


school newsletter. | fumbled through the stack of papers. 
Every single card | ever sent her, 


every letter | wrote home. It was all here. Even the short 
stories | wrote in second grade. A 


note with a stick-figure drawing explaining | would be late 
home from school. She had saved 


everything. 


“You know,” Ethan said quietly, “my mother loved me very 
much, but even she didn’t 


keep a drawer full of my memorabilia at her bedside table.” 


| sighed. How could something both fill me with affection 
and dread at the same time? 


All her hopes in me. All her pride. Was | going to change all 
that with a single sentence? 


| heard someone coming up the stairs and so | quickly shut 
the dresser drawer. The 


bedroom door knob turned, and Ethan | stared at each other 
in shock. Before | could think 


he grabbed my wrist and yanked me into the closet, 
managing to shut the door just as my 


mother walked in. 


My mother hummed to herself as she went into her 
attached bathroom and washed her 


face. Ethan and | stood chest to chest, breathing heavily, 
peering through the crack in the 


closet door. | couldn’t remember the last time | had felt so 
excited. 


Ethan stifled his laughter, but | could feel his frame shake 
Slightly with the effort. He 


pulled me to his chest and I pressed myself against him. Our 
breathing sounded loud, 


especially when my mother stood next to the closet as she 
put on a necklace. 


Finally, she departed, and | let out a heavy sigh. 
“Close call,” | whispered. 


“That would have been one way to come out of the closet,” 
he said. 


* OK OOK OK OX 
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| spent the rest of the day in a daze of contentment, 
remembering the feeling of Ethan’s 


chest against mine, reliving the sight of his cock looming 
above my face, that pure smile of 


his as we said good night. Perhaps | was wrong about him 
after all. | could let go of my 


worries. They were based on events from over a decade 
ago. Surely | had to allow a man to 


change? 


My contentment seemed to spread to the rest of my family. 
Aunt Goldie hummed to 


herself as she knitted beside the fire, and my mother clearly 
appreciated the fact that | 


changed into my other sweater halfway through the day, 
just to please her. We ran out of 


firewood, but | convinced my father to sacrifice his 
impressive collection of lumber in the 


spirit of survival. 


This was a big deal for my father, who had a cherished 
vision of building himself a 


workbench and shelves in the garage since | was in first 
grade. He had manuals and magazine 


articles; he had even acquired a band saw and a rill press. 
It had been a source of tension 


between my parents, as the amount of wood multiplied and 
years went by without a single 


nail driven. 


The mythical workbench was generally a sore topic, but 
when | gingerly broached the 


idea of burning some of his prized collected lumber to keep 
us warm, my father clapped his 


hands and stood up resolutely. 


“You're right, Jonah!” He said, his brow furrowed. “Sacrifices 
have to be made in times 


of crisis. The workbench must go!” 


| helped him haul in wood from the garage, keeping a keen 
eye on his expression to see 


if he turned remorseful. The “workbench” was currently a 
dozen two by fours of varying 


types of wood, depending on the year and his mood. 


He kept a stiff upper lip, but almost looked relieved as the 
flames lapped at the wood. | 


wondered if he had been looking for an excuse all these 
years to get out of the grand project 


he had talked up since I could spell. 
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Dinner that night was peaceful. Aunt Goldie had been 
productive while the rest of us 


bemoaned our fates, and had completed nine scarves in 
matching bright orange fuzzy wool. 


We wore these to dinner, wrapped around our faces to stave 
off the cold. 


My mother clapped her hands every time another of my 
father’s never-started 


Carpentry projects succumbed to the fire. He tossed in wood 
with previously unseen 


enthusiasm. 


“Enough of the carpentry!” he shouted, throwing in another 
mill end. “I’m going to buy 


a workbench, damn it!” 


Daniel found a radio station that played oldies from the 
swing years, and my parents 


danced by the fireplace. Matthew danced with his mother, 
and Rachel blushed furiously as 


her older brother tried to teach her how to break dance to 
Benny Goodman. 


Only my uncle, Ethan, and | abstained. My uncle fell asleep 
in the recliner, but Ethan 


and | smiled at each other as the others danced around us. 


When the music changed to a slower beat we huddled 
around the fire, my mother and 


father laughing as they argued playfully, all of us admiring 
our matching scarves, and it was 


suddenly one of the happiest family gatherings | could 
remember. Yes, we were eating 


canned corn in large quantities; yes, we suffered powerless 
and cold and had to cope with 


boredom and hunger; yes, my secrets still lingered, foul with 
the taint of lies; but it didn’t 


matter. My cousin Rachel lit the fourth candle and | felt 
connected to them all, boundless, 


yet bonded, for the first time in years. 


Ethan sat beside me. His hand reached out and stealthily 
touched the small of my back. 


With the fire blazing, burning my face, his hand scorching 
me through, my family’s 


laughter, our perseverance -- it all suddenly came together 
as an instant memory, something 


so beautiful it fills one with nostalgia even as one lives 
through the moment. | held on to that 


feeling like the caress of a lover, the smell of a loved pet, 
the first sight of something new and 


beautiful. It was as close to perfect as | could imagine. 
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Chapter Nine 


Uncle Al’s room was the only one left that Ethan and | hadn’t 
searched. Our 


opportunity came the morning of the fifth day, when Al and 
my father dressed in multiple 


layers of Gortex and wool to venture down the street to the 
Dektor family household in 


search of extra supplies. Our candles and toilet paper were 
running dangerously low. 


As soon as they departed Ethan and I ran upstairs and went 
through my uncle’s 


belongings. Al was sloppy; his stuff strewn across the 
sewing room as though he never 


planned on leaving. 


“Hey, check this out,” Ethan said quietly. | walked over to 
the suitcase that Ethan 


methodically searched. He held a magazine and wore a 
mischievous smirk. 


It was Bouncers, a porn magazine with the most ridiculous 
cover I’d seen in a long 


time. A woman with massive breasts waved an American 
flag and wore a red, white, and 


blue G-string, nothing else. 


“That’s brave,” | said. “Bringing porn on your family visit.” | 
took the magazine and 


flipped through the pages, Ethan at my back, looking over 
my shoulder. 
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We both started laughing. There is a fine line between erotic 
and ridiculous, and this 


magazine excelled in repeatedly crossing it. It didn’t help 
that the subject matter wasn’t to 


either Ethan’s or my tastes. 


Ethan cracked up at one spread and grabbed the magazine 
from me, turning it several 


ways before settling on a specific angle. “There,” he said. 
“Now is the cola really necessary in 


this shot?” 


“That’s not cola.” | laughed. “What’s wrong with you? Can’t 
you tell a beer bottle when 


you see one?” 
Ethan squinted, and then turned the page. 


Now we were in a section of the magazine that included 
men with the women, and my 


mood altered as we stared at the photos. 


Ethan drew closer to me. His hand rested lightly on my 
shoulder, but it felt heavy and 


hot, like a weight, sinking through my body. A slow, warm 
arouSal spread through me and 


the magazine lost its hilarity as my desire grew. 


“| didn’t think you could have hard dicks in soft porn,” Ethan 
said, his voice husky. 


“This does not qualify as soft,” | told him. His hand stroked 
down my back invitingly. 


“Į can tell that your list of vices to be ignored includes not 
only smoking but pornography as 


well.” 
Ethan tilted my face toward him and kissed me. 


| kissed him back, enjoying the slow, lazy pace he set. The 
magazine tumbled from my 


hands. 

Rachel popped her head in. 

“Have you seen --” She froze. 

Ethan and | bolted apart. 

“Sorry!” she said, turning bright red. She fled the room. 
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| wiped a shaky hand over my mouth. Ethan stared at me, 
wide-eyed. “I’m sorry too,” 


he said. 


“It’s okay,” | said, but | didn’t feel it. My stomach knotted. | 
had no idea how Rachel 


would react. “I better go talk to her.” 


“I don’t think we’re going to find the pushke in here, in any 
case,” Ethan said. He was 


Slightly pale, and | felt bad. All this sneaking around was 
obnoxious, especially for someone 


openly out. 


Ethan put back Uncle Al’s belongings exactly the way we 
found them, and | went in 


search of Rachel. | found her downstairs by the fire, sitting 
with my mother. When | came in 


she blushed again and looked away. 


| sat and chatted with them both until my mother declared it 
time to think about 


dinner and left for the kitchen. Rachel got up to help but | 
reached for her arm and held her 


back. 
“Can | talk to you for a second?” | asked. 


“Sure.” She sat down beside me, in front of the fire. It 
smelled like cypress -- my father 


must have moved on to burning his exotic woods collection. 
“Sorry about that,” | told her. 

Rachel shrugged. “That’s okay.” 

“| hope you aren’t shocked.” 


“Nah. | think it’s cool.” She smiled shyly. “You guys look 
really happy together.” 


“Thanks,” | said, feeling a swelling of emotion | hadn’t 
expected to feel from such a 


simple complement. 


“There are a few gay men in our neighborhood,” Rachel 
went on to explain. “Our 


neighbors are a nice couple from Louisiana. They have a 
really great dog too. I’m going to 


miss him when | leave.” 

“Leave?” | asked. “Where are you going?” 
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“To college,” she said, rolling her eyes. | felt shocked by this. 
Of course | knew she was 


eighteen but somehow the fact that my little cousin was 
already college bound seemed 


surreal. 


“What school?” 


“| got accepted at the University of New Hampshire, but I’ve 
applied for scholarships 


and am hoping to go to Reed in Oregon.” 
“Reed’s a good school,” | said. 

She nodded. “I just want to get away.” 

“I know exactly how you feel.” 


Rachel shrugged. “It doesn’t matter anyway -- it’s not like 
I’m going to be missed here.” 


“That can’t be true,” | said, although the self-pitying spiel 
sounded a lot like something 


| would say -- something | had said. 


“My dad’s ignored me ever since my mother died. He 
doesn’t even discipline me 


anymore. Last month | was out all night and never told him 
where I went, and he didn’t 


even care. It’s like | don’t exist. Even my feelings about the 
things we share -- my mom’s 


stuff, the pictures -- it doesn’t matter.” 


| nodded, and she continued, but | only half listened. | 
realized that my quiet, 


withdrawn cousin had a secret motive for taking the pushke 
as well. She had been shocked 


when she learned he was giving it away. Maybe she took it, 
just to spite her father? To get 


the attention she clearly craved? Or to claim the right to 
something she thought of as her 


inheritance? 


When my father and Uncle Al returned from their voyage 
across the frozen landscape, 


their moods had soured. They must have fought the entire 
time, and the Dektors, their own 


situation equally precarious, only provided a few candles, 
one roll of toilet paper, and a bottle 


of Maneschewitz. 
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“You should see the main arterial!” my father complained. 
“There are cars stuck in the 


ditches with ice over their windows. George’s son works at 
the police department and said 


they are urging everyone to stay at home until the roads are 
plowed.” 


“That’s not what he said,” my uncle complained. “You are 
misquoting people again. 


You always do that!” 


“I do not,” my father replied. “You just can’t hear, that’s 
your problem.” 


“I hear fine! You warp the truth! Always it is like this with 
you!” 


| left the two of them arguing to have a smoke and 
wondered how much longer we 


would be able to endure each other’s company without 
relations deteriorating completely. 


At least | had Ethan. | took a drag and smiled to myself. 
Something good had come out 


of this, at the very least. 


Given that my father and my uncle were now at war, and 
everyone else seemed to be 


huddling away from the tension near the fireplace, | found it 
easy to escape to my room 


without guilt or detection. | wondered how quietly Ethan and 
| could fuck. | wanted to see if 


he would be up to it. | grinned as | walked into my bedroom, 
and saw Ethan lying on the 


bed, finally getting a connection on his cell phone. 


“I love you too.” Ethan’s voice was low and husky. He looked 
away from me, but 


smiled sappily. 


“Yeah,” Ethan continued. “Jonah? He’s fine.” Ethan 
shrugged. “I don’t know...| don’t 


know. | guess. It doesn’t matter to me.” 


Numbness, leftover from the cold outside, leftover from high 
school, leftover from my 


birth. Anumb nothingness. Goddamn it, | had let that 
bastard hope inside, hadn’t |? 


Ethan glanced at me. He sat up immediately. “Gotta go. 
Yeah. Okay. Love you too. 


’Bye.” He shut the phone and stared at me. 


| stared back. | wanted to punch him, but instead | just 
crossed my arms. 


Ethan held his phone up. “Phone’s working again.” He 
smiled. 
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“So. This is just a holiday fuck then, is that right?” 
Ethan’s eyebrows came together. “What?” 

“Who the hell was that?” 

Ethan looked at me like | was insane. “My dad!” 
“Your...” | frowned in confusion. “Your dad?” 


“Yeah. Who did you think it was?” Ethan looked at me with 
Curiosity. 


“No one.” | scowled. “I don’t know. It doesn’t matter.” My 
response sounded a lot like 


what Ethan had just said. Jonah? He’s fine...it doesn’t matter 
to me. What had he meant by 


that? 


| wanted to ask him, but then | realized it would make me 
sound like an insecure 


stalking loser who hung on every word of his partner. | 
wasn’t like that. Was |? 


Ethan grinned crookedly and stood, throwing his arm around 
my shoulder. “Don’t be 


so paranoid. | don’t have another lover, if that’s what you’re 
worried about.” 


“I’m not worried,” | lied. | wasn’t worried that he cared 
about someone else. | worried 


that he didn’t care about me. 


Despite Ethan’s easy smiles and flirtatious expression, | still 
felt anxious as we made our 


way downstairs for dinner. My anxiety increased when | 
realized the truce between my 


father and his brother had officially ended. 


Daniel’s attempts to try and smooth relations over dinner 
failed. My mother snapped at 


my uncle, and in return, he turned and snapped at me. 


The meal was not satisfying, the anger radiated off my 
parents (although at least it was 


not directed at me), and the magical quality that had lifted 
my spirits and filled me with a 


sense of timeless presence the night before disappeared, 
leaving only cabin fever and hunger 


to remain. | missed vegetables. | missed chocolate. | missed 
hot water, being outdoors. Hell, | 


missed television. 
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My mother tried to spruce up the meal by serving the 
Dektors’ donated Maneschewitz 


in martini glasses and garnishing the drinks with olives. 
No one was fooled. 


We'd moved to burning my father’s damp wood, which filled 
the room with smoke 


and made us all gag. | had a suspicion that my mother had 
used the butane stove indoors 


without opening the window, as she had complained about 
the cold. 


And it seemed the fact that a family heirloom had officially 
been missing for five days 


was proving too much for my uncle, who once again 
mumbled about thieves in his own 


family and glared at us all in order, with an extra special 
look of suspicion reserved for me. 


“Whoever took it will just put it back on the mantel when 
they leave,” my mother said 


loudly, hoping to diffuse my uncle’s wrath. 


“What are you talking about, Helene? Someone here has 
taken it, and hasn’t fessed up 


to it for five days! You think they’re just going to hand it 
over now?” 


“Who wants to play cards?” Daniel said, looking between his 
father and his aunt with 


mounting apprehension. 


“No cards!” my uncle bellowed. “No more games!” He 
turned to me. “It’s time to come 


clean, Jonah. Give back the pushke!” 


| had been nursing my Maneschewitz cocktail 
unenthusiastically. Now | swallowed it 


down with an angry gulp. | threw my hands up. “Why would 
it be me, for God’s sake?” | 


finally asked him. “Why the hell would | steal it?” 


“You're unsuccessful!” my uncle reasoned, pointing at me. 
His face, illuminated by the 


menorah, looked almost sinister. “You have no money! No 
career! No pride!” 


“Now wait a second --” | started. 


“Everyone calm down!” My father’s voice rose. “Al, you have 
no right to accuse my 


son!” 
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“Of course it’s him! Who else would it be?” my uncle 
reasoned. “Besides, he’s the only 


one in the room who’s a convicted criminal!” 


This was, | suppose, technically true. The fact that my crime 
was indecent exposure, 


and not theft, didn’t seem to matter to my kin. And | wasn’t 
about to tell them the real 


reason | ran buck naked down a Bridgeport street in the 
middle of the night either. | wasn’t a 


pervert; it’s just that my boyfriend at the time’s mother 
came home two hours early and 


Surprised us both. | had to sneak out the bedroom window, 
sans garments. 


“I didn’t take it,” | told him. 
“He didn’t take it!” My mother defended me. 
“Well neither did I!” Uncle Al yelled. 


“This is ridiculous!” my mother yelled back. 


“Does Moe have it?” Aunt Goldie asked. 
“Oh, shut up!” Al yelled. 
“Don’t talk to her like that,” | snapped back. 


Matthew watched it all in a daze, along with Rachel and 
Daniel. 


“Someone here is guilty, goddamn it, and I’m going to call 
the cops if they don’t confess 


now!” Uncle Al made a leap toward the phone. 


“Great, Al, good use of the police in a time of national 
crisis!” my father shouted. 


My uncle turned. “Well if you aren’t going to call out your 
son for being a thief, | will!” 


“What about Daniel?” Ethan asked. 
Everyone went silent. Even | stared in shock. 


Ethan glared at my uncle. “Have you even questioned your 
own son? He’s got a paper 


bag full of coins from the pushke in his room.” 


All eyes swiveled to Daniel, who turned bright red. “I didn’t 
take it. Honestly!” 


Rachel shook her head. “Danny, | told you that coin was 
from the pushke.” 
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“Maybe, but | didn’t steal it from the pushke!” Daniel 
sighed. “I found it in the trash.” 


Ethan’s eyebrows crumpled. “What?” 


“When | took the trash out that first night, there was a 
whole bunch of change on the 


top. | just scooped it out and took it to my room.” Daniel 
swallowed. 


Uncle Al shook his head. “Why steal the pushke and dump 
the money?” He looked at 


me. “Why would you do such a thing?” 

“Yeah, why would you?” Daniel asked. 

Everyone turned to me. 

“I’m going to take the trash out,” | announced suddenly. 
My mother frowned. “But it’s not full, and --” 


“If | stay in here one more minute, I’m going to kill my 
uncle, and that seems like a bad 


idea.” 


Without another word, | buttoned up my coat and stepped 
out on the back porch. 


x KOK OK OX 
| lit a cigarette and hunched in the shadows. 


| was a fool. This was madness, this entire experience. My 
family did not understand 


me. They could not understand me. One of them was a 
criminal and willing to let me take 


the blame. Someone else accused me without any evidence 
whatsoever. Only my parents and 


Ethan seemed willing to believe me, but that was all false 
promises too, wasn’t it? How long 


could their loyalties truly last? 


By the time this week was over, would any of them even 
speak to me again? 


“Jonah? Are you out here?” My mother stepped outside and 
found me. 


| stared at her. 

She stared at me. And the lit cigarette in my hand. 
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“You smoke?” she cried, aghast. 


“Yeah!” | shouted, no longer able to contain myself. “Yeah! | 
smoke! I’ve smoked for 


years!” 
She gaped at me. 
“And guess what? Not only am I a smoker, I’m also gay!” 


There was a very frozen pause. 


The blood drained from my face. 


And then my mother pursed her lips. “You should come 
inside already. It’s freezing out 


here.” She frowned at me once more, and then went back 
inside. 
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Chapter Ten 


| spent most of the following day hiding in my room. 
| was a complete and utter fool. 


Of all the ways to come out. Of all the scenarios | had 
rehearsed in my head, the 


various solemn discussions, the long introductions, the 
handing over of PFLAG pamphlets 


and research articles on how it wasn’t anyone’s fault -- and 
this is how | did it? Yelled at my 


mother and stomped off into my room like a child? 


Ethan remained in high spirits, however. “Your mother’s 
making lunch,” he told me, 


trying to coax me downstairs. 
“I’m not in the mood.” | pulled the comforter over my head. 
“Drink this.” Ethan handed me a mug. 


| ignored him. | could only imagine what sort of conversation 
was happening 


downstairs. 


“Come on, drink.” Ethan shoved forward a mug full of clear 
liquid, with an olive ona 


toothpick. 


“What is it?” | asked, eyeing the drink suspiciously. 


He snorted. “Anyone knows you can’t make a martini with 
Maneschewitz.” 
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| sniffed it and then narrowed my eyes. “Booze?” | took a 
Sip. 


Ethan wagged a plastic bottle of Absolut at me with a grin. 
“For emergencies. Come on, 


it’s good for you.” 


| choked and coughed on the strength. “God, you’re like 
some Victorian doctor. Next 


you'll accuse someone of suffering from female hysteria.” | 
eyed him with newfound 


suspicion. “I had no idea you were the kind of man to travel 
with booze.” 


“You never asked if | drank,” he said. 
“True.” 


“Besides, | don’t drink often,” he added. He looked 
embarrassed. “I don’t particularly 


enjoy flying.” 


“Yeah? Well | don’t particularly enjoy coming out to my 
parents, either, so ten points 


for the vodka.” | swallowed the rest of my drink, shivered 
from the aftertaste, and crawled 


under the covers. 


Ethan sat on the edge of the bed. “It can’t have been that 
bad.” 


“Worse,” | told him. “Now I don’t know if she’s more 
appalled at my smoking or my 


homosexuality.” 


Ethan made a face. “The smoking, obviously.” He shook his 
head. “It really is a shame 


Jonah. Maybe you should --” 
“Oh for God’s sake, give it a rest.” 


Ethan was silent for a moment. He put his hand on my 
blanketed lump of a body. 


“Sorry.” 
| sighed. 


“Well,” he said, rubbing around, clearly trying to find an 
identifiable body part. “The 


good news is that it’s out. Granted, it could have been 
accomplished with a little more grace 


and tact, but the worst part is over.” 
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“That’s what you think. Go downstairs and tell them | died of 
too much canned corn or 


something. Please?” 


Ethan found my hip under the covers and stroked it 
affectionately. “lII tell people 


you're ill. Hopefully they'll leave you alone.” 


“Thanks.” He left me to wallow in sheets that smelled like 
him, which, in combination 


with the heady rush of alcoholic burn down my throat, left 
me feeling much better. 


Around noon my mother knocked on my door and then 
entered, carrying a tray laden 


with a bowl of chicken soup, goldfish crackers, and a cup of 
coffee. 


“Ethan says you're ill.” She wouldn’t look at me as she 
placed the tray on my bedside 


table. “I knew you were too thin.” 


| watched her carefully. “Thank you,” | said. “It smells 
delicious.” 


“Well.” She shrugged. “It’s the best | can do given the 
circumstances.” She reached out 


and touched my forehead. “You have a fever?” 


“If | did, we could all huddle around me for warmth.” | said. 


“Your father saw a snowplow earlier this morning. It looks 
like they’re finally clearing 


the roads enough for everyone to leave soon.” 
“Thank God.” 


She sat at the edge of the bed. She bit her lip, looking as 
though she were either going 


to say something terrible or explode into tears. 
“I’m sorry, Ma,” | said, my own emotions welling up. 


“Well, you should be,” she scolded me. She shook her head. 
“How long have you been 


a smoker?” 


| stared at her in silence for a few seconds, making sure | 
translated what seemed to be 


English correctly. 
“Uh...since college?” 
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She tsked. 

“Did you tell Dad?” | asked. 


“About your smoking? Are you crazy? He'll get another 
hernia!” 


“No.” | closed my eyes. “Did you tell him I’m gay?” 


“Oh, that.” She frowned. “I mentioned it to him.” 
“And?” | stared at her desperately. 

She finally shrugged. “He said, ‘What can you do?’” 
| laughed, relieved. 


She shook her head. “You really don’t look well. Maybe you 
do have a fever.” She 


reached for my forehead again. 


Instead | grabbed her hand and held it. “I’m glad you know,” 
| told her. 


“You should have told me a long time ago,” she said quietly. 
“I know.” 


“To think of all the time I’ve wasted, sending you pictures 
from JDate!” 


| smiled. “I know.” 


“Well then.” She touched the top of my head. “Come 
downstairs when you feel up to 


it.” 
x OK OK OK OK 


That evening, after lighting the candle on the menorah, we 
exchanged presents once 


more. 


| took a deep breath, and then gave my parents their gifts. 


At first, my mother unwrapped the books | had given her 
and stared in confusion. | 


could tell she was uncertain as to why | would have given 
her such titles. But then her eyes 


widened. My father, to whom I gave my other best seller, 
caught on faster. 
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“Levinson? Are these yours, Jonah?” 


| nodded. “These are my best-selling titles. | have a few 
others that didn’t do as well, 


but I’d be happy to give you copies if you’re interested.” 


“Interested?” My mother stared at me, a look of shock on 
her face. “You’ve written a 


novel, and you think we wouldn’t be interested?” 


| shrugged nervously. “It’s not like they are mainstream 
titles or anything. | just wanted 


” 


“Jonah! I’m so proud of you!” My mother cried, hugging me. 
“Why on earth didn’t you 


tell us? Don’t you know how many people we could have 
told? They would have bought 


your books, and then maybe all of them would be best 
sellers already!” 


“Ma, they’re gay fiction,” | reminded her. “Your friends may 
find some of the scenes 


objectionable.” 
“Have you made money on these books?” my father asked. 
| nodded. “Enough that | am now a full-time writer.” 


My mother shook her head. “I’ve even heard of the author 
J.D. Levinson, but | never 


imagined it would be my own son!” 


Ethan gave me a “see?” look that was annoying enough to 
ignore. 


“You see that, Al?” my father beamed. “My son is 
successful!” 


“That doesn’t mean he’s not a thief,” Uncle Al mumbled. 


My mother had tears in her eyes as she paged through 
Situation Critical. Inwardly, | 


cringed -- that book had my most explicit anal sex scene, 
and | felt a little bit like weeping at 


the thought of my own mother reading it -- but the look of 
admiration on her face at the 


moment outweighed any preoccupations | had about what 
she actually thought of my 


writing. 


Holiday Outing 


103 


“I always knew you'd be a famous writer one day,” my 
father said proudly, and | didn’t 


have the heart to point out the lie. It didn’t matter in any 
case. They were proud of me and 


my chest swelled, for | was proud to be their son. 


* OK OK OK OX 


| stayed up late with my parents, feeding the last bits of 
lumber we had into the 


fireplace. By the time | made it upstairs for bed, Ethan 
already lay there, stretched across the 


bed, on his belly, staring at the laptop. 
“Finally!” he said. 


| shut the bedroom door. “Yes, yes, | know. You were right. | 
should have told them 


ages ago.” 


“No, not you,” Ethan corrected. “The Internet is back up.” 
He typed on his laptop. “We 


can finally get some answers about this pushke.” 


| lay alongside him on the bed. His body was always so hot. | 
closed my eyes to the 


sound of his keyboard clacking. The room glowed eerily by 
the laptop screen, sepia-toning 


my room, making familiar features obscured and 
mysterious. 


“What are you looking for?” | asked sleepily. 


“Anything | can find. There has to be something about the 
box that caught our thief’s 


attention.” 


“It’s a family heirloom, isn’t that enough?” | reasoned. | 
closed my eyes and lost my 


focus within minutes. He mumbled a few remarks and | 
listened to the low timbre of his 


voice as | curled closer to his heat, kept my eyes clamped. | 
felt exhausted, like | had climbed 


a mountain. 


| must have drifted off to sleep, because | awoke sharply as 
Ethan shook my shoulder. 


“Jonah! Wake up!” 

“What?” | blinked at Ethan. His eyes were wide. 
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“Do you know who Moishe Shagalov is?” Ethan asked, his 
voice tight and excited. 


“Besides being the guy who lived next to my grandfather, 
no,” | said. 


“Moishe Shagalov was the Jewish name for none other than 
Marc Chagall.” He pushed 


his laptop toward me. | read the Web page, and then stared 
back at him. 


“Marc Chagall. The artist.” 

Ethan nodded, his smile wide, his eyes glinting. 
“The Marc Chagall,” | clarified. 

“None other,” he said. 


| thought back on the pushke’s design. Well, of course it was 
a Marc Chagall 


illustration. It had a smiling Jewish couple floating through 
the air over the village of Liozno. 


“There is only one person in this house who would know the 
Jewish name of Marc 


Chagall, and the value of a Chagall-painted pushke,” | said, 
my heart beating loudly. 


Ethan nodded. “The art historian.” 
“Matthew.” | shot out of bed. 
Holiday Outing 

105 


Chapter Eleven 


Ethan jumped out of bed with me. “We need to get 
everyone up now,” he said, pacing 


the room. “We have to expose him.” 


| threw a sweater on over my T-shirt. “We could wait until 
morning,” | suggested. 


Ethan stopped pacing. The eerie glow of the computer 
screen made him appear almost 


ghostly. “No! The roads are beginning to clear. He could 
escape in the morning, before we 


have a chance to confront him in front of everyone.” 


| frowned. “Why are you so interested in having his guilt 
portrayed for all to see?” 


“He sat back and let you take the blame for the crime.” 
Ethan touched my shoulder. “I 


know he’s your cousin, but not once in six days has he 
changed his mind and come clean to 


spare this family any grief. So let him pay for his decision. 
Let’s out him for the thief he is.” 


“He may have taken it as a spur of the moment decision, 
and once everyone reacted so 


badly, he felt too awful to come out and admit his crime.” 


“But ee 


“I know how a person can get caught in a lie and not be able 
to find a way out,” | told 


him, smiling ruefully. “lIl talk with him in private. He can 
return the pushke to its original 


location, and we won't tell on him. It'll be our secret. If he 
isn’t willing to do this, fine, we 
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expose him. But if given a chance to come clean, he may 
just do so. | don’t think Matthew is 


a bad guy -- | think he just saw an incredible opportunity 
and took advantage of it.” 


Ethan shook his head. “You’re too forgiving, but fine.” As | 
made my way to the door, 


he followed me. 


“Let me speak to him alone,” | told him. “I’m family, after 
all.” 


“That clearly doesn’t matter to him,” Ethan said. He crossed 
his arms. “If you aren’t 


back in five minutes, I’m coming in to get you.” 
“Why?” | asked. “You think he’s going to murder me?” 


Ethan scowled. “Do you have any idea how much an original 
Chagall costs? We’re 


talking about millions of dollars. And for something as 
unique as that pushke? It’s enough 


money to steal something for -- it may even be enough 
money to kill someone for.” 


| grabbed a candle. “Well then, l'Il be in the study with a 
candlestick, if it comes down 


to it.” 


* OK OOK OK OX 


The house was silent as | crept downstairs and made my 
way to the den. | knocked 


softly and then entered, peering at the sleeping forms of 
Daniel in a sleeping bag on the floor 


and Matthew stretched out on the sofa. 


Matthew sat up immediately, rubbing his eyes. “What’s 
going on?” 


“I need to talk to you in private,” | whispered, hoping Daniel 
was a deep sleeper. 


a“ Now. ” 


Matthew slowly rose from the couch. The darkness made it 
difficult to decipher his 


expression as he pulled on his coat for warmth and followed 
me into the kitchen. 


“What’s going on?” he asked again. | lit the gas lamp and 
could now see his expression, 


giving away nothing but tiredness. 
| took a deep breath. “It was you.” 
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He frowned. “What?” 


“You need to give the pushke back. It isn’t yours.” 


“|I don’t know what you're talking about,” Matthew said. His 
voice was rough with 


sleep. 


“You're an art historian. You were the only one in this family 
who recognized Marc 


Chagall’s Jewish name. Once you saw the pushke and 
realized it was an original painting 


from the famous artist, you couldn’t help yourself. How 
much would an original Chagall go 


for?” 


Matthew watched me carefully. The sleepiness was gone. In 
its place a wary eye 


remained. “Between eighty and one hundred million 
dollars.” 


| held out my hand. “If you give it back to me, | won’t tell 
anyone you took it.” 


“Did you hear me?” Matthew said, his voice a high whisper. 
“One hundred million 


dollars! And this is an item unlike anything else Chagall ever 
painted!” He stepped toward 


me. “We could split it. | can sell it through a private buyer. 
No one will ever trace it back to 


us. We'll go fifty-fifty on the proceeds.” 


“No.” | glared at him. “I’m not stealing from my family! You 
have to give it back.” 


Matthew shook his head. “You're serious, aren’t you?” 


“Yes, | am. And this is your last chance to give it up 
anonymously, before | wake up the 


entire household and tell everyone what you’ve done.” 


There was a tense silence. Matthew didn’t look remorseful, 
or even frightened. He 


looked...dangerous. My mouth went dry. What if Ethan was 
right? What if it was enough to 


consider murder? 


But then Matthew shook his head. “Fine. You win. l'Il put it 
back.” 


“Do it now.” 
“PIL get it. It’s in the den.” 
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“Really?” My curiosity got the better of me. “Where? Ethan 
and | looked for it.” 


Matthew smiled coldly. “I wrapped it as a present for 
myself.” He slipped past me. “Be 


right back.” He tiptoed into the study. 


| waited outside, listening to make sure he didn’t wake 
Daniel. And then | heard a 


rusty creaking sound and realized he was opening the study 
window -- the only window big 


enough for a person to fit through. 


| bolted for the front door, hastily stuffing my feet into the 
closest pair of shoes. They 


were my father’s boots. | ran outside. In the brilliant 
moonlight, | could see Matthew, 


running off through the hip-deep snow like a complete idiot. 


“Matthew!” | shouted, no longer caring who | woke up. He 
headed into the neighbor’s 


yard, wrapped pushke clasped in his hand. “Shit!” | stepped 
inside and grabbed my coat, 


hanging beside the door. 
“What’s going on?” Ethan ran down the stairs. 


“He bolted!” | threw open the front door. “I’m going after 
him.” 


“Jonah! You’re in your fucking pajamas! Put some clothes on 
and --” 


“No time!” | charged outside. 


The moonlight glowed on the snow. | plunged into it, 
Shivering instantly as ice slipped 


under my open coat, melted onto my cotton pants. 


It was easy to track Matthew -- he left a body-size trench in 
his wake. His black form 


lurched behind the neighbor’s house. He headed away from 
the road. Where the hell was he 


going? 
“Matthew!” | shouted. “Come back!” 


Matthew turned to look at me, and then plunged ahead 
faster, trying to run. 


I watched in horror as he tumbled down the hill and then 
disappeared. 


Oh God. The Feingold’s duck pond. 
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| charged through the snow, ignoring the cold burn on my 
feet, on my legs, 


everywhere. | focused on the location | last saw Matthew. 
Where the hell did the duck pond 


begin? My mind frantically mapped the terrain. 


Illuminated by moonlight, | saw the black hole of the pond 
ice. 


| lay flat and slid forward to the edge of the ice. | plunged 
my hand into the freezing 


water. Pain flared up my arm. The water was so cold it 
burned. 


| felt something slap against my wrist, and then a desperate 
tug downward. | braced 


myself and pulled with all my strength. 


Matthew’s face broke the water. His hand clawed at my arm 
as he pulled himself up. 


“Help!” He gasped, sucking in air. 


“Pull yourself up!” | cried. He was dragging me into the 
water with him. 


| yelled out in pain as he hauled himself out of the water 
using my arm as an anchor. 


He still held the pushke in his hand, wrapped in soggy paper 
that began to freeze in the 


frigid air. 
“Stay flat on the ice!” | told him. 
“Jonah!” | heard Ethan cry in the distance. 


Matthew panicked. He bolted to his feet and ran, cracking 
the ice with each step. 


Before | could make it to the edge the ice broke open and | 
fell in. 


| gasped from the frigid water. My lungs felt crushed. | 
swallowed water and panic 


flooded me. | felt like | had a blow to the head, my chest 
caving inward. 


| struggled upward, trying to remain calm. There was no 
current in the pond. | 


wouldn’t lose the hole in the ice as long as | didn’t panic. 


My face and neck flared with pain, but my limbs were 
already numb. | had to get out 


of the water while | still had strength. 
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| threw my arm upward, but | couldn’t feel anything 
anymore. | groped, hoping what | 


felt was ice and air. | used all the last of my strength to pull 
myself out of the sucking water. 


| gasped loudly as | surfaced. | quickly scrambled into the 
nearby snowbank and curled 


into a ball, violently shivering, flooded with intense pain. | 
was scared and suddenly 


exhausted. 


Voices called out in the distance -- Ethan’s, and it sounded 
like my father and uncle. 


There were others now as well -- neighbors perhaps, but | 
couldn’t make it out for sure. The 


snow was so cold but | thought if | could just sleep a bit it 
would warm up eventually... 


“Jonah!” 
| felt blazing heat on my face, something groping me. 
“Wake up. Wake up!” 


It felt like too much work to open my eyes, but something 
hot poked me, so | cracked 


them open to slits. 


Ethan cradled my head in his lap, his face pale in the 
moonlight. 


It was too much effort to keep my eyes open -- besides, he 
looked really pissed off. 


“Stay awake,” he growled at me. | felt myself tugged 
upward. | wanted to warn him 


that | was soaked through. Every part of me was numb, but | 
felt pressure, my body shifted 


around. He must have carried me in a fireman’s hold -- my 
head was upside down, | could 


feel pain and pressure building in my brain. Everything was 
so exhausting. 


“I’m tired,” | slurred. 


“Don’t you dare fall asleep on me, goddamn it!” he 
Snapped. 


“Nice bedside manner,” | mumbled. | closed my eyes once 
more and gave in to the 


rhythm of his movements. 


| was distantly aware of other people. | heard my name 
called out, in panic by my 


mother, in sympathy by someone else. 
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“Pushke?” | whispered. 


“We have Matthew,” Ethan told me. He shifted me around 
and | opened my eyes 


briefly to watch him gently tuck my hand in from the door 
frame. It alarmed me that | 


couldn't feel any of this. 


“He confessed to everything. He’s getting warm upstairs.” 
Ethan lowered me onto 


something soft. The carpet, | realized, in front of the fire. 


| opened my eyes again, and saw that everyone rushed 
around me. Someone yanked at 


my wet shirt. Someone else wrapped me in a comforter. 
Ethan’s white face hovered over me 


as he gently pulled a wool cap onto my head. 


Someone shoved a mug toward me and Ethan scowled and 
pushed it away. “No! No 


alcohol. He needs something hot and sweet -- hot water 
with sugar and honey.” 


| think Aunt Goldie tried to strangle me with something 
orange. Ethan moved in front 


of me again, gently wrapping my mouth and nose loosely 
with a scarf. 


“It'll prewarm the air before it gets to your lungs,” he told 
me. His voice sounded 


strained. In the firelight | could see he was deathly pale. 
“Thanks,” | slurred. When did | start sounding so drunk? 


There was something important | had to tell him. Something 
| thought he should 


know, especially since it was so cold outside. 
| remembered. “I think I’m in love with you,” | told him. 


Ethan’s eyes darted to my mother and then back to me. 
“Tell me all about it when 


you're actually conscious.” 


And suddenly realizing that consciousness was an option, 
and not a requirement, | 


smiled and leaned back against the carpet and closed my 
eyes. 
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Chapter Twelve 


| was sweating. 


| blinked, cocooned with darkness and blazing heat. My skin 
felt sticky. | stuck to 


something. 
No, | was stuck to someone. Ethan. 


| shifted and Ethan pulled me tighter against him, crushing 
me to his naked body. 


This is nice, | thought, but then | couldn’t figure out how | 
went from accusing 


Matthew to ending up in the sack with my old flame. 
Or why | sweated so profusely. 


| struggled against Ethan’s iron clasp and he opened his 
eyes. 


“I’m hot,” | told him. 


He let me go and turned. Before | could ask what was going 
on he stuck a thermometer 


in my mouth. My eyes widened. 


| peeled my thighs off of Ethan’s. My groin was damp with 
sweat. | rolled over and 


luxuriated in the soft sheets. Sun streamed in from the 
cracks between the curtains. What 


were we doing, laying around naked in the daylight? 
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Ethan propped his head on his hand and looked me over. 
“How do you feel?” 


| mumbled “hot” around the thermometer. Ethan merely 
raised an eyebrow. 


My wrist ached dully, and my skin felt sore and flushed. | 
had a headache and smelled 


bad. But otherwise, | was alive. And it began to sink in how 
lucky | was. It could have been 


much worse. 


“Let’s see,” Ethan said, pulling the thermometer from my 
mouth. He smiled. “Ninety- 


eight! You’re in the clear, hon.” 

“Good. Then get this hat off me. And don’t call me hon.” 
Ethan laughed as he pulled the cap off my head. “Why not?” 
“I don’t like it. It’s what old ladies call me.” 


“Daniel is shoveling out the driveway. I’m driving you to the 
hospital as soon as he’s 


done.” 


“I’m fine,” | told him. 


“You had hypothermia,” Ethan said, frowning. “You need to 
be checked out.” 


“Judging by my utter lack of clothing, | think you did a very 
thorough job of checking 


me out, thank you very much.” 


Ethan laughed. “I was warming you up. There’s still no heat, 
remember?” 


“I’m sure my mother loved the suggestion.” 


“She suggested it, actually. She knew that one of the best 
ways to warm someone 


exposed to cold temperature is sharing body warmth. | 
thought you’d prefer it that | stepped 


up to the plate before your Aunt Goldie could volunteer.” 


| shuddered at the thought. Ethan pulled me to him. “Sure 
you're okay?” he asked 


immediately. 


“Yeah.” | smiled and closed my eyes. “So the pushke made 
it back?” 
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Ethan stroked my cheek slowly. “Yup. It’s downstairs on your 
mother’s mantle once 


more. Matthew is sleeping in the den under a mountain of 
blankets. | did not volunteer to 


warm him up with my naked body. | felt more inclined to call 
the cops.” 


“That fucker cracked the ice, even after | warned him not to 
stand up.” 


Ethan’s expression darkened. “That’s it. We are calling the 
cops.” 


“Has he repented, at least?” 


“He made a grandiose apology to your mother and your 
uncle. | personally think we 


should turn him in, but your family seems unwilling to press 
charges. Your father did state 


Matthew is no longer invited to stay in the Levinson 
household.” 


“Did you tell my parents about the pushke? That it’s a 
Chagall?” 


“They are fighting about it right now.” He smiled. “Your 
father wants to sell it. Your 


mother refuses to part with it. And of course your uncle is 
about to commit suicide knowing 


what he just gave away.” 


A loud whoosh! filled the air and suddenly the heating 
system cranked on. The bedside 


radio blasted and the lights all snapped on. | could hear the 
television blare downstairs. 


Ethan laughed. “Power! At last!” 


| let my hands trail along his flank, let my fingers comb 
through his pubic hair. | 


grasped his shaft, which was brilliantly hot and soft, 
soothing to the feel. “l'Il give you a kiss 


to celebrate,” | whispered, lowering my head. 
“When are you leaving?” Ethan suddenly asked. 


My head jerked up from under the covers. | frowned at the 
sudden change of topics. 


“Tomorrow, assuming flights are on schedule. Why?” My 
stomach churned. 


Ethan shrugged. “Just wondering.” 
“When's your flight?” 
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“Next week.” Ethan shoved his hand under the comforter 
and began stroking his dick 


himself. He smiled at me lasciviously. “A whole week without 
your sweet lips.” 


My heart fluttered. “Does that mean you plan on calling me 
when you return to 


Seattle?” 


Ethan frowned. “Of course | am.” 


| told my anxieties to go screw themselves. Even so, all my 
mind could think was, this 


is how it will end. He isn’t going to call. This is how Ethan 
Rosenberg is going to finally, 


irrevocably, break my heart. 


Ethan rolled over and pinned me under him, forcing my 
hands down on the bed. He 


glared at me. “Jonah.” His voice was rough. “I’m not letting 
you go SO easily.” 


| looked away from his burning gaze. “I understand if this is 
just a fling, you know. 


Holidays, and tragedy, and lukshen kugel...it can go toa 
man’s head.” 


Ethan stared angrily. 


“And | would not be surprised if that’s all this is. Hey, I’m 
okay with it. | just... want 


to be clear, so I’m not waiting for a call when you don’t 
intend to --” 


Ethan kissed me. | opened my mouth and he pushed inside, 
his tongue plunging deep, 


and | sank back into the bed, luxuriating in the feel of being 
so fully possessed. 


He broke off and glared at me once more. “What is it going 
to take to convince you 


that I’m in love with you?” 


| was breathless from the kiss, from the words, and stared 
without speaking. 


“I’m going to see you,” he said. “I’m going to date you. And 
I’m going to make love to 


you.” Ethan kissed me again, his hands stroking along my 
sides, dipping to my inner thighs. 


My cock reached upward in a mighty attempt to grow big 
enough to reach his mouth. 


Ethan touched my nose. “Besides, | told you | was your 
boyfriend.” 


“| know.” 
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“And | don’t say things | don’t mean.” | nearly protested but 
he cut me off. “Not 


anymore. Not in years. | want you, | want to be with you. 
And | am going to call you.” 


The last of my tension fled, leaving me with nothing but 
contentment in my heart and 


a boner poking rudely into Ethan’s stomach. 


“Don’t let me forget to give you my phone number then,” | 
told him. 


“| already have it.” Ethan shrugged. “I asked your mother 
for it when | moved to 


Seattle last month, but I’ve been too chickenshit to call.” 


| reached once more for his hot flesh. “It will be nice to 
finally screw you without the 


impending threat of my mother.” | ducked under the covers 
and pulled his hot, hard cock 


into my mouth. 


Ethan moaned and squirmed, legs widening to allow me 
better access. But under the 


covers, the smell of my own body, six days without a 
shower, hit me and | resurfaced. “I 


stink.” 


“| don’t care.” Ethan’s hands were gently, but persistently, 
encouraging me back down 


to his cock. 


“I do. | can’t get in the mood while | smell like fried 
potatoes, pond scum, and three- 


day-old sperm. Let’s take a shower.” 


He grinned against my lips. His hands stroked me 
repeatedly. “I don’t know if | can 


make it that far without coming.” 


| snorted. “Aren’t you still supposed to be worried about my 
body temperature or 


something? A hot shower would be healthy.” 


“Good idea.” He kissed me again and then jumped out of 
bed. He yanked on his pants 


and a hoodie. “Hold on.” He stepped outside. | could hear 
him talking quietly with my 


mother. A moment later he returned. “Come on, the coast is 
clear. | told your mother it was 


imperative for your health that you get the first hot shower.” 
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“Did you tell her | needed your help?” | asked. As soon as | 
flung off the comforter | 


shuddered. Even with the central heat, the chill of a week of 
icy air sank into my bones. 


“She politely offered to keep everyone downstairs for the 
next half hour.” 


| shook my head. Who would ever think the day would arrive 
that | would be 


considering fucking another guy in my parents’ house, with 
them still in it? 


Still, the feel of his cock in my hands drove me toward the 
bathroom with anticipation. 


The thrill of the secretiveness fueled my actions. | cranked 
on the water and stepped inside. 


The water cascaded over me and I closed my eyes. It felt 
amazing. There is nothing quite like 


bathing after a week of hanging around in one’s own filth. | 
luxuriated in the heat, in the 


bathroom light, in the mere fact that | was alive and all was 
well in the world. 


There was a brief knock at the bathroom door, and then 
Ethan stepped in. “Hi.” 


“Want to join me?” | asked. 


Ethan’s smile lit up his eyes and made him look even more 
boyishly handsome. “Of 


course.” 


Ethan undressed quickly. | hadn’t seen him undress by 
anything but candlelight before. 


The bathroom lights blazed and highlighted every shift of 
muscle, every pale expanse of skin. 


His dark chest hair dipped downward to a nest of pubic hair, 
out of which stood his cock, 


half-erect and ruddy with color. 


Ethan looked over my thinner body appreciatively. He 
stepped inside quickly, and shut 


the glass door. | pulled him to me and we kissed, the heat of 
the shower relaxing me, but the 


thrust of his tongue speeding my heart. 


“You are beautiful,” Ethan whispered. | ran my hands over 
his firm chest, slick with 


water, thinking the same thing. “Absolutely beautiful,” he 
repeated. His hands ran along my 


spine, cupping and kneading my buttocks. “I want to fuck 
you.” 


“Okay,” | said, breathless. Okay? God, | was as bad at the 
romantic innuendo as Ethan. 
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His kiss never ended. | gasped for breath whenever he broke 
to suck my lower lip, or 


lavish attention on my neck. Our cocks slicked together in 
the water, rubbing against each 


other in almost painful friction, and when | looked down at 
the sight, | moaned at the beauty 


of it. My cock caught on his balls and | pressed forward for 
more, making Ethan moan as 


well. 


| reached for the shower gel and washed us off, lathering 
the soap thickly on his chest. 


Ethan reciprocated, but his gaze was distracted, his focus 
lost as his fingers repeatedly 


reached behind me, massaging my ass, pulling me open 
with each stroke of his palm. 


“Hold on,” he whispered. | loved his rough, throaty voice. He 
opened the shower door 


briefly and he fumbled with wet hands in the pockets of his 
jeans. 


He pulled out a packet of lube and a condom. 


| raised my eyebrow. “Pretty confident in yourself, aren’t 
you?” | said, but | laughed to 


take off the sting. 


Ethan smiled. “I told you before. | hoped.” He dexterously 
rolled the condom on 


himself and ripped open the lube. “Do you want to brace 
yourself against the wall?” 


| turned, planting my spread palms against the tile, 
changing my angle slightly so the 


water from the showerhead landed on my neck and not my 
head. | spread my legs wider and 


suppressed the shudder of anticipation. | often got nervous 
about this, but almost always 


enjoyed it eventually. | just hoped that Ethan was a gentle 
lover. 


And then | realized, what the hell was I thinking? The man 
was a gastroenterologist. 


Didn’t that mean he signed some sort of oath? He probably 
excelled at everything anal. 


| laughed at the thought. 


“What’s funny?” he asked, his voice gruff. He kissed my 
neck. 


“Nothing. You.” His kisses trailed down my spine and | 
shivered despite the hot water. 


| attempted to crack a joke but then his greased finger 
circled my hole, gentle and rhythmic, 


and | moaned instead. | pushed back onto his finger and it 
Slipped inside. 
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“My parents have the shittiest water heater,” | responded. 
“Just a warning.” 


Ethan’s laugh was low and husky. He did not speed up his 
motions, but he did sink his 


finger deeper, up to the knuckle. As he stroked my prostate, 
| felt a current of pleasure bolt 


through me. | rubbed the soapy lather on my dick with my 
hand, stroking in rhythm with 


Ethan’s finger. 


My warning about the time limitations of 1970s water 
heaters went unheeded. He was 


relentlessly thorough. | once dated a guy who couldn’t get 
his dick in fast enough. But Ethan 


stretched and circled, each pass offering a glance against 
the part of me that made me 


shudder with joy. 
“Jesus,” | whispered, as his fingers pushed deep into me. 


Ethan laughed again. “There you go with that blasphemy 
again.” 


“Jews don’t believe in blasphemy,” | said, trying to be cocky, 
but | was shuddering, and 


my voice sounded weak and faint. 


“Lucky for us,” Ethan said. His fingers slipped out slowly, 
and before | could really 


register their absence | felt the hot thickness of his cock 
press at my entrance. “How do you 


feel?” He whispered. 


“Ready.” The stretching began at once, my body widening to 
accommodate his 


thickness. It was more, more than | thought | would have 
inside me, and I groaned at the 


breadth of him, at the sheer power of him, the maddening 
slowness of his entry. | was being 


impaled and | loved it, each small movement he made 
changing my body, making me shift to 


accommodate him. 
| breathed deeply, getting used to the feel of being so full. 


“Still okay?” he said. | couldn’t see his face but his voice 
sounded strained, as if he were 


about to come at any moment. 
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In response | tentatively pushed back. | felt a shock through 
my system, felt his 


presence in my toes, in my arms, through my belly. Ethan 
moaned into my back. His hands 


shook as they gripped my hips. 


“Okay,” | said again, pressing back once more. Ethan began 
a rhythm and | 


reciprocated, push and pull, his strokes slick with 
lubrication, sliding nearly out of me before 


slowly pushing back in. It was too slow, but it was also too 
much and too good. My need 


wildly spurred me on. | couldn’t last long, stuffed full and 
aching for even more. | pumped 


my cock in my hand, oblivious to everything but the 
delirious sensation of Ethan 


Surrounding me, inside of me. 


Ethan pushed deeper, faster, and then he reached around 
and deftly grabbed my cock, 


milking it with his fist, and | returned my hand to the wall to 
give me more leverage as | 


pushed back. 


He slammed into me. He made a small keening noise, a 
moan of pleasure that started 


low and grew in volume with each powerful thrust. He lifted 
up on his toes and changed his 


angle, and | staggered and then came, semen spurting onto 
the tile, over his hand, spilling 


into my pubic hair. Ethan’s arm curled around my chest and 
pulled me to him and then he 


impaled me, holding me still, as he trembled and came, 
Small pulses shuddering through him 


into me. 


He didn’t let me go. His grip was tight and protective. But he 
didn’t say a word. 


“Are you still alive back there?” | finally asked. 
Ethan laughed breathlessly. “Jesus!” 
“See? You're doing it too.” 


“That was...God. | want to do it again.” He slowly 
unwrapped his arms and pulled out 


of my ass. 


“Yeah?” My stomach fluttered, love and sated sleepy sexual 
release mingling to create a 


coma of satisfaction. 
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Ethan tossed the condom in the toilet and then grabbed the 
soap. He lathered us both 


once more to wash away the last of the lubricant and my 
release. As he cleaned me, he 


fingered my opening once more. 


“You know, the water really isn’t going to last a second 
round,” | said, laughing. 


Ethan shook his head. “Nah, I’m just checking to make sure | 
didn’t hurt you.” 


“lm fine.” 
“I know, but | feel better checking, and --” 
“Look at me,” | demanded. “I’m fine.” 


Ethan looked at me. His look turned from calculating to 
hungry in four seconds flat. 


“I’m fine,” | said once more. 


He shook his head and tsked. And then he froze. “Oh God. | 
just ‘tsked’ like your 


mother.” 
| nodded gravely. “We have to get out of this house.” 


* OOK OOK OK OX 


Snowplows made their appearance on the final day of 
Hanukkah. As soon as the 


driveway was clear, Aunt Goldie and Matthew said their 
farewells. Matthew appeared 


contrite, although he looked longingly at the pushke as he 
departed. | didn’t spare Matthew a 


second glance myself but | regretted seeing Aunt Goldie go. 


Daniel and Rachel ventured into town and returned with 
pizza, wine, and a fresh 


tossed salad from the grocery. It wasn’t a very traditional 
dinner for the last night of 


Hanukkah, but none of us seemed to mind. Uncle Al, Daniel, 
and Rachel planned on leaving 


directly after dinner. 


Of course, the topic of conversation now was what to do 
with the pushke. Thanks to 


the plastic bag Matthew had thoughtfully wrapped around it 
before covering it in wrapping 


paper, it had weathered its plunge into the Feingold’s duck 
pond well. 
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While Ethan and | had been busy introducing my parents’ 
guest bathroom to its first 


encounter of anal sex, apparently the rest of my family sat 
deep in discourse. After extensive 


deliberation, both my father and my uncle agreed to sell the 
pushke to a museum, where the 


public would have a chance to share in its beauty. My father 
generously agreed to split any 


profits from the sale with Al. 


My mother disliked any solution that did not involve her 
keeping the treasure forever 


and ever, but nevertheless seemed relieved that my father 
and his brother were on speaking 


terms again. 


The conversation during the meal was excited and rushed. 
As for me, | was just happy 


to see my family by electric light for the first time in a week. 
And | was also thrilled to be 


leaving. 


My mother asked me to light the last Hanukkah candle and 
lead the prayer. | sat down 


next to Ethan. As soon as the candles were lit my uncle 
cleared his throat. 


“Jonah,” he said. 
| looked to him. 


“I’m sorry.” Uncle Al offered me his hand. “I shouldn’t have 
jumped to conclusions.” 


I shook his hand 


“It’s all right,” | said. “I was hiding something -- just not 
what you thought.” 


Al looked puzzled for a moment. “What, the gay thing? You 
think this is something 


new? | told your father you were one of those homosexuals 
way back when you were twelve 


years old.” 


| looked at him, appalled. Mostly that | was so obviously gay 
at twelve, but also that my 


family seemingly suspected my nature years before | myself 
even really understood it. 


“You knew?” | looked from Uncle Al to my father, who gave 
an apologetic shrug. 


“I suspected, but | didn’t want to push you,” my father said. 
“| figured you’d work it out 


for yourself.” 
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“Who knew this would take you so long?” my mother 
complained. “Everything is like 


this with you, taking forever to make up your mind.” Instead 
of criticism, | heard warm 


teasing in her voice. 


As the menorah candles sputtered and died, my mother 
dropped a hefty slice of cake 


on my plate and then nodded, as if to herself. 
“You know what you need, Jonah,” she said. 


| sighed. “You mean besides a medical degree, an art 
career, and a golfing hobby?” 


“You need a nice, Jewish man,” she told me. 


| stared at her in silence. She and the rest of my family 
looked back at me, smiling. 


| cleared my throat, overcome. 


“Actually, | already have one,” | told her, my voice slightly 
Shaky. | deliberately put my 


arm around Ethan’s shoulder. 

Ethan winked at me. 

“And best of all, Ma...” | smiled back at him. “He’s a doctor.” 
THE END 
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